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ABSTRACT 


A POSITIVE RESPONSE TO INDIVIDUAES WHO ARE EIVING WITH HUMAN 
IMMUNODEEICIENCY VIRUS/ACQUIRED IMMUNODEEICIENCY 
SYNDROME (HIV/AIDS): A SCRIPTURAE PRAXIS 


by 

Justin M. Shamell 
United Theological Seminary, 2019 


Mentors 

Eeroy Cothran, DMin 
Randy Grimes, DMin 

There are individuals at Metropolitan Missionary Baptist Church in Indianapolis, Indiana 
and individuals throughout the United States, who are living with Human 
Immunodeficiency Virus/Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome (HIV/AIDS) who are 
feeling spiritually neglected and seeking affirmation of God’s love. If churches provide a 
scriptural praxis for those living with HIV/AIDS then those individuals will experience 
the affirmation of God’s love. The aim of this project is to collect data, which will affirm 
or disprove the hypothesis. This hypothesis was measured by using qualitative research 
methods by having pastors, laypersons and individuals who are living with HIV/AIDS to 
complete a questionnaire survey. 
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DEDICATION 


This project is dedicated to the millions of individuals who are living with 
HIV/AIDS in such a positive and productive way. I salute these individuals who have 
made the decision to live and not die. It is my prayer and hope that this project will be a 
war cry for our churches to become more sensitive and offer compassion to parishioners 
who are in the fight of their lives. Individuals who are living with the virus need the 
affirmation that God loves them and has not abandoned them. While they are residing on 
this side of heaven, the “ecclesia” should be the source to obtain this affirmation and 
compassion. 

I would like to dedicate this project to the memory of the late Reverend Michael 
Kent Jones. It was the wise support, words of encouragement and most of all his 
friendship that has guided me from the start of this research project to the completion. 
The Lord saw fit in divine wisdom to call home my beloved friend and mentor, Reverend 
Michael Kent Jones to his eternal home on July 26, 2016. From a friend’s heart, I love 
you and thank you for all that you have done for me. 



INTRODUCTION 


For many years, the church has remained silent concerning offering ministry to 
those congregants living with Human Immunodeficiency Virus/Acquired Immune 
Deficiency Syndrome (HIV/AIDS; commonly referred to as “the virus” in this 
document). Based on the latest statistics from the Center for Disease Control (CDC), 
more than 1.2 million people in the United States from the age of thirteen and over are 
living with the HIV virus. More than 1.2 million people in the United States have been 
diagnosed with AIDS. Based on these numbers, there is a high probability that every 
congregation in the United States contains a member who is living with the virus or 
living with AIDS. 

The embedded theology of stigmatization and discrimination must be dispelled. 
The aim of this research is to create a ministry model that will assist pastors, 
congregations, and faith-based organizations in becoming more compassionate and 
supportive toward people whose lives are affected by HIV/AIDS. 

A personal note is necessary at the beginning of this chapter. This subject 
resonates in a very personal manner because for more than ten years I lived with a 
diagnosis of HIV-positive, but without disclosing my health status to my congregation. 
Even serving as an associate minister at several churches throughout the United States, I 
did not feel comfortable in sharing my HIV-positive status with the pastor or any 
congregation members. I had experienced abandonment from my birth mother and foster 
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mother; so I did not wanted to experienced abandonment from my church family by 
sharing my positive status. 

In 2004, by being obedient to the Spirit of God, I revealed my illness to the 
Metropolitan Missionary Baptist Church family. Some members of the congregation 
embraced me with love and support, while others did not express any reactions. The 
pastor of the congregation offered his support and continues to provide love. By sharing 
my status with the congregation at Metropolitan, I felt a sense of liberation. My self¬ 
esteem increased tremendously which allows me to live a healthier and positive life. 

Three years later, while I was delivering a sermonic message, I shared with an Atlanta 
congregation my positive status. At the end of the services, a listener whispered that he 
appreciated the message. He resonated with the content of the message, because he was 
also HIV positive. He had been struggling in accepting the diagnoses and for the first 
time, he felt encouraged and enlighten. After spending time with this listener over the 
following five to six months, I begin to think how many other individuals who are living 
with the virus are suffering in silence. The thought of creating such a ministry program 
that would offer support to those individuals who are living with the virus was planted in 
my mind. 

This research is a call of awareness to pastors and congregations at large. It is the 
intent to bring to the forefront a message from individuals who are living with 
HIV/AIDS. Churches offer support to individuals who are living with chronic illness 
such as cancer, diabetes, Alzheimer’s disease, and to individuals who are on the road to 
recovery from alcohol and drug addictions. Many clergy have a fear to talk about sex and 
sexuality to their congregation whether the material is included in a sermonic message or 
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Bible study. Many clergy knowledge or lack of knowledge of the virus also prohibits 
them from showing compassion and petitioning the mercies and healing virtue of God to 
touch those individuals who are living with the HIV/AIDS during altar call. These 
parishioners are welcomed with open arms in churches throughout the globe; however, 
the lack of compassion and empathy to those who are infected with the AIDS virus is 
sending a non-Christ like message. The message from individuals who are living with the 
virus is being presented in several parts: (1) The church continues to play a significant 
role in the practice of stigmatization and discrimination against people who are infected 
with HIV/AIDS; (2) By remaining silent and not actively participating in the fight to end 
the negative stigma associated with the virus both in society and religious community, the 
church neglects its responsibility in ministry; and (3) Individuals who are living with the 
virus are seeking spiritual guidance and affirmation of God’s presence and love. 
Individuals who are living with the virus wrestle daily battles of living with a virus that is 
looked upon negatively in carnal minds and in the minds of believers. 

Chapter one of this research includes the ministry focus of the very personal 
nature of the subject matter. Chapter two lays the foundation on how biblical texts 
resonate in regard to offering ministry to the least of these, which for the proposed project 
case refers to those congregants who are living with Human Immunodeficiency 
Virus/Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome. The contents in the chapter provide 
evidence on how the selected scripture texts can be the equipping tool to pastors, 
congregations, and faith based organization in affirming the love of God to individuals 
who are living with the virus. The selected scriptural texts also show how individuals 
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who are living a life under Christ’s kingdom are vietorious beeause Jesus took out the 
sting of death. 

Chapter three gives a historical perspective on how other carnal events that 
resonate with the subject matter can be applied for clearer understanding and application 
of the feelings of individuals who are living with the virus. This historical foundation 
perspective conveys how the so called ecclesia remained silent during slavery, the 
Women’s Rights Movement, the Jim Crow Era, and the Civil Rights Movement therefore 
for the church to remain silent on the fight to end the spread of HIV/AIDS and the fight 
to dispel the negative stigma associated with the virus is not surprising at all. As often is 
said, history continues to repeat itself when we do not know or understand our past. 

Chapter four offers a scriptural praxis foundation by looking at doctrines of other 
mainline denominations but most importantly by looking at some thoughts of noted 
theologians. This chapter particularly emphasizes how theological principles can affirm 
the presence of God, the love of God, and most importantly how God has given 
individuals who are living with the virus victory over death, sin, and the grave. With this 
scriptural praxis, pastors, congregations, and faith-based organizations have the necessary 
tools to offer a more compassionate support system to individuals who are living with the 
virus, which will encourage and provide a sense of liberation to individuals who are 
living with virus. With this sense of liberation, their lives will be transformed, 
encouraged, and enlightened. 

Chapter five includes an in-depth look at how other religious congregations and 
secular disciplines are providing compassion and ministry to those individuals who are 
living with the virus. This research looks at the historical, biblical, and theological 
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approach of ministry being applied to a targeted audience, which consists of individuals 
who are living with HIV/AIDS. The research contains religious ministries and secular 
disciplines in the United States and in Africa. It is in these areas where the virus has 
become an epidemic health issue. 

Chapter six gives the project analysis, consisting of how the project was 
conducted and the methodology of conducting the project. The meat of the project 
analysis will be the summary of learning from the project. Chapter six also gives the 
results from the project, and whether the evidence supports the hypothesis. The 
conclusion of the dissertation will contain a critique of the project with strengths and 
weaknesses, recommendations based on the results from the project, and most 
importantly from personal experience, how the project impacted my life. 

In a society where the public will rally support to individuals who are fighting the 
battle with cancer, diabetes, lupus, Alzheimer’s diseases, and other chronic illnesses, 
unfortunately, individuals who are fighting HIV/AIDS do not have the same support 
system from their family, friends, co-workers, or even from their pastor and 
congregation. Since the news of the first case of HIV/AIDS in 1981, the disease came 
with a stigma of discrimination. Due to the association of this infection with same-sex 
sexual relations, which is considered by many in the religious community as an 
abomination to God, the presence of HIV/AIDS is seen as God’s punishment to 
individuals who are living this type of lifestyle. This type of negative atmosphere on this 
subject causes many individuals who are living with the virus to keep their status 
confidential. Individuals who are living with the virus who keep their status silent also 
battle depression and have a desire to have spiritual support for guidance, affirmation. 
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and—most importantly—they would like to know whether they will inherit the Kingdom 
of God when they close their eyes in death. So these individuals go to church in search 
for answers to these questions. Instead of obtaining answers to these questions, they hear 
the rhetoric of judgment and condemnation from the pastor of the church in the morning 
message. These individuals hear the prayers of petition of healing for people who are 
battling various chronic illnesses, but never a prayer request is mentioned to heal and 
comfort people who are living with the virus. This causes infected individuals to remain 
silent and continue to suffer in silence. 

This project is intended to provide the necessary material on how churches and 
faith-based organizations can provide positive responses to individuals who are living 
with HIV/AIDS by providing a scriptural praxis. With a scriptural praxis, infected 
individuals will be able to answer the theological questions of “Is God still present in my 
life?” and “Am I still eligible to inherit the eternal life?” 



CHAPTER ONE 


MINISTRY FOCUS 


In scripture, Paul states that, “We are hard pressed on every side, but not crushed; 
perplexed but not in despair; persecuted but not abandoned; struck down but not 
destroyed” (2 Corinthians 4:8-9, NIV). This passage of seripture provides the theological 
reflection of my life. Life experiences ean make a person bitter, angry and ready to throw 
in the towel. Having a biblieal foundation in my life from an early age saved me from 
being bitter, angry and committing suicide. Disobedience to my parents, adults, and most 
importantly to God caused some of my trials and tribulations. I have stood the test of time 
because I was not crushed, nor abandoned, nor struek down by God. God remained 
faithful to me by keeping the promise to always be with me and by not forsaking me. In 
this chapter, I present my story of how I have been pressed on every side, perplexed, 
perseeuted and struek down but with the help of grace and mercy, I can truly testify that 
the Lord has made a way in my life. I have come to the conclusion that televangelist 
Robert Schuller was eorrect when he stated that “Tough times never last but tough people 
do.” 

At an early age, I learned that the lady whom I ealled mother was not my birth 
mother. I learned that Melanie Ruth Marshall was my birth mother when I viewed my 
personal files in the teacher’s drawer in elementary school. I believe this took place 
during the fourth or fifth grade. I was told that she was a high sehool graduate and was 


7 



8 

preparing to enter into a large state university when she gave birth to me on July 20, 1968 
in Louisville, Kentueky. Prior to the birth, Ms. Marshall made the deeision to plaee me up 
for adoption. To my knowledge, my birth mother did not provide me with my first name. 

I believe a nurse from the hospital gave me the name Justin and added the last name 
based on my birth mother. On August 20, 1968,1 beeame a ward of the Department of 
Child Welfare. I was plaeed in several foster homes over the first two years of my life. 
One of the homes that I remember was at the home of Ms. Addie Sanders. She had in her 
custody four other foster children (two boys and two girls). One of the boys was 
physically challenged. I remember that this home provided me with a feeling of family. 

At three years of age, I was placed in the home of Lois and Jasper Shamell. The union of 
Jasper and Lois produced two children (Marian and Jasper Parnell). Lois was a mother of 
four older children (Patrick, Rodney, Gloria and Lydia) before marrying Jasper. Lois 
comes from a family who supported the foster children program. In 1975, my foster 
parents Lois and Jasper separated, and my foster mother Lois told me that I would have 
to live with my foster father. She never shared with me why I had to live with him. I 
came to the conclusion that since I was not her biological son, she did not want me 
anymore. 

Her action left me feeing unwanted and abandoned once again. The main reason 
why I was placed in their home was to be the playmate for her youngest son, Jasper. 
Jasper was exactly one year and thirteen days my senior. My foster father, who at the 
time was sixty-six years old, had to raise an eight-year-old boy. Please note that my foster 
father had never raised any kids before in his life, so the on-the-job training began. My 
foster father was born on April 26, 1909 in Dover, Tennessee. He was one of twelve 
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children bom in a country town. He shared with me how he never completed high school 
and how he left home at seventeen-years old and moved to Collinsville, Illinois. He 
remained there for eight years when he relocated to Louisville, Kentucky. With minimum 
education, my father was a roofer by trade. He worked for several roofing companies and 
even when he was eligible to retire, he continued to work part-time and on an on-call 
basis with several roofing companies. My foster father believed in being good stewards 
of his finances and always kept a clean home. My foster father made sure that we never 
wanted for anything in our lives, but he did not spoil us with many material things. I 
learned from him the tme meaning of working for what you want, because nothing will 
be given to you. 

It was a mle in my foster father’s house that on Sundays you were required to 
attend church services. He was a member of the Pastor’s Choir and the Brotherhood 
Union Choms. My foster father had been a member of Greater Salem Baptist Church 
since 1934. He was one of the founders of Louisville’s oldest community choir. The 
Louisville Gospel Choral Union. Every Sunday, my foster father and I would leave the 
house around 10:30 am heading to morning worship. We would also attend any afternoon 
services and musicals that were held at various churches throughout the city. My foster 
father sung in several community quartet groups, so he was a huge supporter of the 
quartet genre. Attending Sunday services and Gospel Musicals introduced me to the 
world of Christianity. I desired to go to Sunday school, so my foster father arranged for 
Deacon James and Pat Cotton and Deacon Charles and Agnes Sparkman to share in 
taking me to Sunday school. I also attended the Sunday evening training sessions, known 
as the Baptist Training Union on a weekly basis. On Sunday, March II, 1979 at the age 
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of ten and a half years old, I aeeepted Christ as my personal Savior and beeame a member 
of Greater Salem Baptist Chureh. On April 1, 1979 in aeeordance to the Baptist ordinance 
I was baptized. I remember the day of my baptism because this was the day when the 
immediate past pastor, The Rev. Dr. T. B. Boyd, Jr. (who was the Executive 
Secretary/Treasurer of the National Baptist Publishing Board, now called the R. H. Boyd 
Publishing) made his transition from earth to Heaven’s reward. 

At the age of ten, I made my directing debut during the Annual Men’s Day 
Celebration. From that experience, I had the opportunity to direct the Young Adult Choir, 
which was comprised of young people from the ages of fourteen to twenty-four, and the 
church mass choir, which six choirs comprised. I had the opportunity to serve as the 
Chorister for the Midwest Missionary Baptist Youth Conference, Inc. (an organization 
comprised of churches representing the following states: Indiana, Illinois, Kentucky, 
Tennessee, Ohio, and Michigan) where young people from the ages of thirteen to twenty- 
four would come over the Thanksgiving weekend to attend workshops on how to be 
effective Christian leaders and witnesses of Jesus Christ. The youth attendees would 
compete for scholarships and gained leadership experiences by serving as leaders of the 
organization. I had the opportunity to serve as one of the directors of a community youth 
choir known as The Unity Choir. This choir comprised of young people between the ages 
of five to twenty-eight years old. It was with the Unity Choir that provided me with the 
opportunity to experience God with young people from various denominations, faith and 
socioeconomic backgrounds. This experience continued to help shape my Christian 
foundation but being active in this group and other religious organizations provided me 


with a sense of belonging. 
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One of the highest points in my life was when my foster father beeame my legal 
father. On Mareh 23, 1981, my name ehanged from Justin Marshall to Justin Marshall 
Shamell. During my teen years as 1 was beginning to learn who 1 was, there were times 
when 1 felt that 1 did not belong to anybody. 1 felt my father did not want me and my 
foster mother did not spend time with me or allow me to spend the weekend or speeial 
time with her and her children. During those years, my father would constantly remind 
me that my birth mother did not want me; and 1 needed to be grateful and thankful for 
him. Verbal abuse, in my opinion, was worse than physical abuse. I was constantly told 
that 1 was lazy and would never amount to anything. My father made sure to meet my 
material needs, but never expressed love and support as a father. My reliance of my faith 
was the main source of keeping me stable and focused. 1 was determined to become 
somebody and succeed in life in order to prove my father wrong. 

As a teen, 1 began to feel the Spirit of God moving on my life and hearing the 
voice of the Lord calling me into the gospel ministry. 1 approached my pastor at the age 
of twelve years old with this revelation. He made the statement that we would wait until 
the Lord confirms the calling to him. 1 returned to him at the age of nineteen, which was 
my senior year in high school and after 1 completed my freshman year at Murray State 
University in Murray, Kentucky. 1 received the same response on both occasions. 1 felt 
disappointed and angry at him. 1 said to myself, why is it important for him to receive 
confirmation on what God has spoken to me and desires for me to do? What 1 learned 
from him was that he allowed a young man to enter into the gospel ministry at an early 
age. The young man did not remain in the ministry and the pastor felt responsible for 
allowing him to enter into the ministry at such a young age; therefore, he vowed that he 
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would not allow that to happen again. 1 felt that his resentment and reluetanee was not 
fair to me, but 1 honored his request and remained aetive in ehureh activities. 

Another high point in my life occurred on June 3, 1988 when 1 graduated from 
Valley High School and was making plans to attend Murray State University. The main 
reason why 1 applied to this school was to get away from my father. This school was 
located four hours from Louisville. During this first year of college, it was a little rough. I 
was learning how to find a balance of studying and being responsible at the same time. 1 
thought 1 knew what 1 was doing in my studies, but when the grades were released it 
showed differently. At the end of my first year, 1 was placed on academic probation. 1 
made the choice to enter into the United States Navy to earn an income and obtain the 
necessary funds to return to college. 1 served in the military from June 28, 1989 until July 
6, 1996.1 served in basic training and my job training of working in the food service 
department in San Diego, California. 1 volunteered to be part of the submarine force and 
went to Groton, Connecticut for submarine training. 1 had the opportunity to be an 
original crew member of the USS Kentucky (SSBN 737), which allowed me to have the 
title of plank owner (which means, when the submarine is decommissioned, 1 will be 
allowed to claim a piece of the submarine). This submarine was commissioned in July 
1991 and relocated to Kings Bay, Georgia. 

Serving aboard the submarine allowed me the opportunity to reconnect with God. 
During the time we served out in sea, I was allowed the time to listen to the voice of God. 
1 realized that my relationship with God had been separated because of me sowing my 
wild oats. The voice of the Lord reminded me of the call to the gospel ministry. 1 had 
been running from the call since my late teens and now 1 was in my early twenties. The 
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burning desire to aceept the call to gospel ministry was a feeling that 1 could not escape, 
so 1 requested a meeting with the Rev. Eddie L. Hart, who was the pastor of First African 
Missionary Baptist Church in Kingsland, Georgia. We went to lunch and during our 
conversation, 1 mentioned to him my belief that God was calling me to the gospel 
ministry. 1 received a surprising response from the pastor, “1 am not surprise and 1 have 
been waiting for you to share this news with me.” On Sunday, September 29, 1991,1 
preached my initial sermon and received my license to preach the gospel. 1 was given 
many opportunities to preach the gospel and serve as Youth Pastor at several churches: 
First African Missionary Baptist Church, Kingsland, Georgia, Mt. Zion Baptist Church, 
Fouisville, Kentucky, Zion Baptist Church, Denver, Colorado and First Mount Pleasant 
Baptist Church, Atlanta, Georgia. From the time of receiving my license up to the present 
time, 1 had the awesome experiences of serving as an Associate Minister for the 
following pastors: The Rev. Eddie F. Hart, of First African Missionary Baptist Church, 
Kingsland, Georgia; The Rev. Willie Barnes of Macedonia Baptist Church, Eatonville, 
Florida; The Rev. Darrell K. Nathan of Mt. Zion Baptist Church, Fouisville, Kentucky; 
The Rev. Dr. Terriel R. Byrd of Inspirational Baptist Church, Cincinnati, Ohio; The Rev. 
Anthony A. W. Motley of Findsay Street Baptist Church, Atlanta, Georgia; The Rev. 
Kevin D. Fong of Metropolitan Baptist Church, Indianapolis, Indiana; The Rev. Frank M. 
Davis of Zion Baptist Church, Denver, Colorado and The Rev. Dr. Wallace S. Hartsfield, 
11 (2007) and The Rev. Victor D. Tate (2008- 2012) of First Mount Pleasant Baptist 
Church, Atlanta, Georgia. 

I had the opportunity to learn about pastoral leadership from these men of God by 
observing how they served the people of God. On November 30, 2008,1 received my 
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Certificate of Ordination from the Metropolitan Baptist Church, Indianapolis, Indiana 
under the pastorate of The Rev. Kevin D. Long. At times, 1 looked back over my ministry 
career to inquire why it took me so long to receive my license and ordination. The 
answer that 1 received from God was everything happens in season and in due time. 

1 had to continue to grow into the person whom God has ordained me to be. 1 had 
to experience some challenges, troubles, tribulations and being chastised for disobedience 
by God. Each of these events allowed me to confirm the hands of God on my life, which 1 
am truly grateful. 1 was called into the office of the Executive Officer of my duty station 
in the spring of 1991 and was told the news that a woman had filed paternity papers 
against me. After being told of the young lady’s name and contact information, 1 reached 
out to her to request a picture of the boy and learn more about him. 1 learned that the boy 
was born on Eebruary 23, 1991.1 agreed to do a paternity test and stressed to her if the 
tests come back stating that he is my son, 1 would file a petition to the court to be 
awarded full custody of the boy. 1 hired an attorney and went back to Eouisville to 
provide DNA samples for the paternity test. 1 learned several months later that the mother 
did not submit any samples for the paternity test. Instead, she gave the baby boy to her 
brother and his wife to legally adopt. The uncertainty of not knowing if the baby boy was 
mine or not still concerns me to this day. Her action made me angry for the mere fact that 
1 would not know if the boy belonged to me. 

In 2011,1 received a message from my brother to call a young man who was 
claiming to be my son. The young man’s name was James Allen Propes. 1 reached out to 
the young man and learned the name of his mother, his birthdate and current living 
location. 1 confirmed with him that he could possibly be my son, because all of the 
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information that he had provided was exact and precise. What I learned about him was 
after he was placed in the care of his uncle and his wife, they began to mistreat him 
verbally and physically because of his bi-racial ethnicity. This practice continued from 
the age of six months to eight years. 

At an early age, James was told that his birth parents were deceased. He was 
removed from the adopted parent’s house and placed in a foster home in the state of 
Michigan. At the age of eighteen, he relocated to Indianapolis and connected with his 
family. It was during this time when he learned that his birth mother was living. After 
meeting his birth mother for the first time, she shared with him that he looked like his 
birth father. She provided some details about me and told him that I was deceased. James 
met a lady who was a veteran and a private investigator. This lady began to search the 
military records and other records for a deceased Justin M. Shamell but could not find 
those records. She went on the social media sites and inserted my name and discovered 
based on the results that I was alive. 

James and I spent some time together and have communicated over the phone. 

The plan included his relocation to Atlanta area by the first of November, 2013 so that we 
could develop a father and son relationship. I lost the information that contained his 
mother’s address back in 1994 and had no way of contacting her. I always wanted to 
know where he was and what he was doing. I always wondered if I would ever meet him. 
I submitted a prayer request to God in 1994 requesting that my son and I would be 
connected. God answered my prayer on July 21, 2011. A delayed response is not a denial 
to a request, and this phrase has more meaning to me than ever before. Now, my prayer is 
to be able to be an example for this young man. I learned that he is seeking his father for 
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guidance, understanding and identity. He longs to be a member of a family that loves 
him. In listening to James tell his story, it has sueh a familiar sound. In the short time of 
conneeting with James, my life perspeetive ehanged and looking at him scares me to 
death. For I see so mueh of me inside of him. 

Deeember 28, 1992 will be a day that will forever be in my memory until the day 
when I make my transition from earth to Heaven. On that day, I reeeived the news that I 
had tested positive for the Human Immunodefieiency Virus. It took several years for the 
news to register in my mind. I attempted to erase the news from my memory, but 
unfortunately, for the first year and half, I was reminded of my diagnosis when I had to 
travel from Orlando, Florida to Portsmouth, Virginia for my medieal evaluation. The 
fortunate part was that I was in the military, whieh allowed me to reeeive the best medieal 
care during that time. Physieally, I was in exeellent health but mentally, I was in a state of 
shock and denial. My spiritual state of being was the main reason why I had not 
committed suicide. With the spiritual foundation that had been laid in my life at an early 
age, allowed me to rest on the promises of God. I believed that God would not leave me 
nor would God forsake me, especially during this critical time in my life. On the evening 
of December 28, 1992,1 made a deeision to live and not die. I wanted to beat the odds of 
living with the virus, so I prayed to God requesting that I reach the age of fifty. In my 
mind, being the age of twenty-four and living to reaeh the age of fifty, with the help of 
God, I would have beaten the odds of living with the virus. 

During this period living with the virus life expectancy of individuals was seven 
years. After receiving the news of my diagnosis, I went through a period of isolation, 
became inactive in the church, and began to question my existenee. I was disappointed 
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that I would never have the chance of having additional children and getting married. My 
self-esteem dropped to the lowest point in my life. I did not believe in myself and nor 
exercise my gift of preaching. I just lost my joy! Through that period of time, I received 
words of encouragement from the former North Carolina State Wolfpack Men’s 
Basketball Coach, Jimmy Valvano. He was suffering with cancer and the doctors had 
given him a certain amount of time to live. During the 1993 Espy Award, he made the 
following statement, which had a lasting impression on my life and provided me with the 
encouragement to live and not die. He said these words “I may have cancer, but cancer 
doesn’t have me. Don’t ever give up, don’t you dare ever give up.” The words of 
televangelist Robert Schuler also inspired me, which I continue to use to this day as 
motivation to live, “Tough times never last; but tough people do.” One day the Lord 
directed me to the scripture reference of 2 Corinthians 4:8-10 KJV where it states “We 
are troubled on every side, yet not distressed; We are perplexed but yet not in despair; 
Persecuted but not forsaken; cast down but not destroyed; Always bearing about in the 
body the dying of the Lord Jesus, that the life also of Jesus might be manifest in our 
mortal flesh.” I took this motto as my ticket to move forward in life and live. 

After being discharged from the Navy in the fall of 1995,1 returned home to 
Louisville, Kentucky. I entered the hospitality industry as a Lront Desk Agent and within 
three months, I was elevated to the position of Sales Manager. As a sales manager, it was 
my responsibility to secure group business for the hotel. This is where I learned the skills 
of learning how to ask the right questions to clients in order to understand their needs and 
objectives as they search for a hotel to host their events. The market which I was 
responsible was known as “SMERL.” The acronym represents the following groups: 
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Social (weddings, bar-mitzvahs, birthday parties and ete.), Military, Edueational, 
Religious and Fraternal. I attended what is known as trade shows where these groups’ 
meeting planners would attend in order to establish a relationship and rapport with them. 

I learned that in order to obtain business from these meeting planners, you first must 
build their trust and friendship. Onee I had developed a rapport with the meeting 
planners and knew more about their organization and organization’s needs it was easy for 
me to make a sales presentation in explaining why my hotel would be the ideal loeation 
for their event. I had the opportunity to serve in this capaeity for seven years. I worked 
for the following hotel ehains: Marriott International, Adam’s Mark Hotels and Resort 
and Starwood Hotels and Resorts. Working in the industry allowed me the chanee to gain 
the experienees of working with people from various edueational, soeioeoonomie, and 
religious baekgrounds. Working in this position afforded me with the opportunity to 
negotiate hotel eontraets that valued as low as $1,500 up to $1.5 million. I had the 
pleasure of working with meeting planners who worked for the following organizations: 
National Bar Association, NAACP, National Urban League, United Methodist Chureh, all 
the major African Ameriean Baptist Conventions, National Dental Assoeiation and many 
more. 

One of my fondest memories of attempting to eapture the attention of a meeting 
planner took plaee while I was working at the Exeeutive West Hotel. I learned from the 
Louisville Convention and Visitors Bureau that the National Baptist Convention, USA 
meeting planner would be eoming to the area to look at the million square feet of meeting 
spaee eonvention eenter known as the Kentueky Fair and Exposition Center aeross the 
street from my hotel. However, the meeting planner was not seheduled to visit my hotel 
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during this visit. The Executive West Hotel was comprised of 611 guest rooms with more 
than 40,000 square feet of meeting space, which I felt would be ideal to serve as one of 
the major hotel for the convention’s meeting. Therefore, I sent a letter to the meeting 
planner expressing my excitement to the news of the convention selecting the city of 
Louisville to host their event. In the letter, I made the statement as a National Baptist 
Convention, USA member it would be my honor to host this event and looked forward to 
meeting her in the near future. I received a call from the Convention and Visitors Bureau 
sales manager stating that he was in the hotel lobby and the meeting planner of the 
convention would like to meet me. Due to my aggressiveness in capturing the attention of 
the meeting planner for the convention, the hotel was designated as the headquarters hotel 
for the Department of Christian Education for the Convention. This meant the officials of 
the department would be housed at the hotel for at least eight days and where the 
convention would be responsible for covering their room and tax charges. This 
convention would bring over 55,000 people into the city, which would be the largest 
convention in the city’s history. The convention was projected to use hotel rooms in the 
following areas: Louisville, Shelbyville, Kentucky, Shepherdsville, Kentucky, 

Clarksville, Indiana, Jeffersonville, Indiana and New Albany, Indiana. Attendees may 
have needed to secure rooms in Erankfort, Kentucky. The convention would generate 
about thirty million dollars for the economy of the city. That experience also showed me 
that I could achieve any goal if I remained focused and worked hard. 

As a sales manager, the pressure of meeting and exceeding monthly goals could 
bring tremendous stress on any individual. You may exceed your goals for one month and 
fail to meet your goals the next month. The pressure was always at hand in order to 
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achieve the goals in order to retain your job. With my market segment, it was one of the 
hardest groups to work with due to the faet these groups deeision-making proeess could 
take from one year to several years. Therefore, as a sales manager it was important that 
you have plenty of prospective clients on your list at all times. I learned the lesson of 
oflhee politics in corporate America and how it can move your career, and how it can 
destroy your career. I always felt that I should be judged based on my performanee and 
not by playing oflfiee politics. With this thinking, I never reeeived any offiee awards like 
Sales Manager of the Quarter or Sales Manager of the Year, even as I booked the highest 
revenue in the sales department. The eomfort level and satisfaetion from my clients was 
my reward and recognition. 

During these years in the hospitality industry, my joy for being suceessful was 
more important than fulfilling the gospel ministry. While I served in the capaeity of Youth 
Pastor and served on the ministerial staff at ehurehes during those seven years, my heart 
was not truly present. In some eases, my sermon development and delivery refleeted how 
I had lost what David reeords in Psalm Fifty-One—I lost my joy! I worked in a position 
and industry where I did not have a college degree and made the most money in my life. 
This was the blessing of God and the thought of fulfilling the gospel ministry call was not 
on my radar screen. 

During my tenure in the hotel industry, I felt aceepted and wanted. I finally 
reached a point in my life where I proved my father wrong. I made a name for myself and 
earned the respect of my peers and clients alike. My self-esteem was high; and I really 
enjoyed the work. However, as the years in the industry continued to increase, my love 
for the industry began to decrease. I believe God sent me signs to return to God, by 
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allowing me to receive termination notices from three jobs. When the Director of Sales at 
my last hotel position asked me the following question, “Have you ever considered doing 
ministry full time?” 1 responded to her, “1 have thought about it, but God said to me ‘not 
at this time.’” Regrettably, 1 lied in my response to her. She responded by saying, “1 
believe it’s time for you to consider, because this is where your heart is. So, 1 am 
relieving you from your duties as a Hotel Sales Manager immediately.” Receiving my 
third job termination notice forced me to conduct a self-inventory and evaluation. 

In the fall of 2003,1 decided to return to school in order to pursue the opportunity 
of working in ministry on a full-time basis. During this period of my life, 1 finally 
listened to the voice of God. 1 believe that God made all of the success that 1 had in the 
hospitality industry possible by God, but also that receiving three terminations was from 
the hand of God. 1 was then a student with no income. 1 prayed to God stating that 1 
would be obedient and would make the necessary sacrifices in order to further my 
education. It was my goal to obtain my Master of Divinity Degree, but first 1 needed to 
earn my bachelor’s degree. 1 earned my Bachelor of Business Administration degree from 
Marian University in Indianapolis, Indiana in May of 2007.1 became a student at the 
Interdenominational Theological Center (ITC) in Atlanta, Georgia in January of 2007. 

ITC was the place where my second personal transformation took place. During my three 
years of matriculation at the ITC, where 1 actually learned more about myself than 1 ever 
learned. 1 kept my HIV status a secret for more than fifteen years in order to remain 
accepted by family, friends, co-workers and church members. 1 finally accepted who 1 
was and gained the confidence to accept and embrace my HIV status. 
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Another major issue in my life that ITC helped me to faee and deal with was the 
feeling of being abandoned. Two major events in my life caused me to feel abandoned. 
The first was when my birth mother gave me up at birth. The second was when my foster 
mother forced me to live with my foster father. These abandonment events had a negative 
impact on my romantic relationship with women. When I felt that I was falling in love 
with a woman, I would find a way to sabotage the relationship, because I did not know 
how to love a woman. Also, during my romantic relationship, I was in a passive mode in 
order to keep them from rejecting and leaving me. When I found a woman who would 
accept me and my health status I would be so delighted and excited. This happened to me 
in 1993, when I met a young lady when I was in the military, stationed in Orlando, 
Florida. She made me happy and accepted me for who I was. After dating her for six 
months, we united in marriage. She married me in order to obtain military health benefits 
for her and her son. After being married for five months, we separated; and the divorce 
became final on my birthday in 1994.1 came to the knowledge that it was okay to feel 
that way and I had the permission to release the pain. Releasing the pain of the above 
events provided me with the freedom to live and to live more abundantly. 

Matriculating at the ITC presented me with the opportunity to conduct a 
theological reconstruction of my beliefs. The reconstruction period allowed me to revise 
and reform my beliefs. During this period, I learned how my past, present, and future 
experiences are all part of God’s strategic plan for my life. My time in seminary also 
confirmed my passion and love for people. I desired to serve the people in a manner 
where I could use my past experiences, both secular and religious, to move people 
forward in life. Prior to my senior year at the ITC, I began to send out resumes to vacant 
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churches in hope of seeuring a Senior Pastor position prior to my May 2010 graduation 
date. Graduation eame and went, and I did not reeeive the eall to serve as Senior Pastor of 
a eongregation. In the three years following graduation, I reeeived almost fifty letters 
from eongregations with the following statement: “We appreeiate your interest in 
beeoming our Senior Pastor, but with mueh prayer, the Lord has direeted us in another 
direetion. We wish you the best in your ministry seareh and thank you again for your 
interest in beeoming our Senior Pastor.” The spirit of seeond-guessing revisited me. 
During this period, I began to question my skills and self-worth. Many individuals, 
ineluding my pastor, would say to me “I see your heart and passion for God’s people. You 
will make a fine pastor of a congregation, just hold on beeause God has something 
speeial for you.” In response, I questioned when this was going to take plaee. Being 
denied the opportunity to be ealled as the Senior Pastor of a eongregation in the Atlanta 
area hurt my feelings. The proeess went on for almost a year and the eommittee had 
narrowed the seareh down to three candidates of which I was one. I was the top 
eandidate, but the deaeons ehose the seeond eandidate beeause he was married and had 
experienee as a pastor. The seeond eandidate shared with the deaeons, after prayerful 
thought that it would be in his best interest to remain at his present eongregation. 
Therefore, the deaeons ealled me and the third candidate to sehedule an interview. 

After the interview session, I learned that the deaeons reeommended the third 
eandidate, who was single but engaged to be married, to be the pastor of the 
eongregation. They denied me the opportunity to serve as the Senior Pastor beeause of 
my marital status. I really had to eonduct a theologieal refleetion on how members of the 
body of Christ would practiee a form of diserimination as it relates to selecting a pastor 
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based on him or her being single. I was under the impression that we as believers of God 
were not ealled to be selective but accepting of all people. During this time of reflection, I 
received the word from God stating, “You are still trying to operate under your terms and 
under your plans. Until you follow my plans and terms, you will continue to be denied. 
Patience is a virtue and when you wait on me, I will give you the desires of your heart.” 
Presently, I am at the place of waiting patiently on the Lord. 

Daily, individuals who live with HIV/AIDS feel lonely and isolated. Many of 
these individuals do whatever is necessary to keep their health statuses silent. They fear 
being isolated from their co-workers, friends, fellow students, families and church 
families. The church is filled with worshippers who strive to live a life that is similar to 
the life of Jesus Christ and living out the principles of the man who they call Messiah. 

The house of worship should be a place where individuals come to receive words of 
encouragement through a sermonic message, to be uplifted by the musical selections 
rendered by the choir or soloist, to offer up prayers of acknowledging the presence and 
existence of God, and to confess to the Holy Trinity their sins and shortcomings. They 
offer thanksgiving for being spared another week of life. They offer thanksgiving for 
being offered grace and mercy when they should have received justice and damnation. 
Congregants submit themselves to the will of the Creator with their heart, soul and mind. 
Instead, most people who are living with HIV/AIDS attend a church where the pastor, 
other church officials, and members are unaware of their statuses. So, they attend church 
on a weekly basis hurt, confused, and seeking comfort from their church family, but fear 
revealing their statuses in fear of judgment and rejection from them. I decided to keep my 
HIV status confidential because of the fear of being abandoned by the church. I was 
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familiar with the feeling of abandonment from having dealt with it during my early teen 
and adult years and did not want to take a step baekwards by experieneing rejection 
again. As a result, I attended church Sunday after Sunday while praying to God for 
protection, provision, and good health. I actively participated in the church in various 
capacities, including serving as a youth pastor, delivering sermonic messages, officiating 
worship services, and teaching Sunday school and Vacation Bible School. Over the 
Thanksgiving weekend of 1998, while attending the Midwest Missionary Baptist Youth 
Conference, I was given the opportunity to deliver the sermonic message during the 
morning worship service at the Metropolitan Missionary Baptist Church, where the Rev. 
Kevin D. Long serves as the pastor. I had known Pastor Long since my teens, where we 
met at the Midwest Missionary Baptist Youth Conference back in 1981. In the summer of 
1999,1 had accepted a position with the Adam’s Mark Hotel & Suites in Indianapolis as a 
Sales Manager. After my positive experience of preaching the word of God to this 
congregation, I made the decision to become a member. 

Metropolitan Missionary Baptist Church has been a pillar in the community for 
more than 100 years. Under the leadership of their pastor. Rev. Kevin D. Long, they 
continue to share the Gospel of Jesus Christ throughout the Mapleton Community. 
Metropolitan Missionary Baptist Church has a rich history, which dates to 1902 when the 
church was established. The church originally was in what is known as the mid-town 
section of the city. In this area of town also was where prominent African American 
businesses and residents stayed. The church building was located on Twelfth and 
Missouri Street from 1902 until 1969. During the period on Missouri Street, several 
ministers served as pastors. The congregation established a reputation of having a 
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powerful and respected music ministry. During this period at Metropolitan the 
congregation consisted of workers from Chrysler, United States Government DFAS, and 
Fort Benjamin Harrison Army base along with educators in the Indianapolis Public 
School system. However, in the late 1960s, the congregation was forced to relocate due to 
the design to erect a highway. Therefore, the congregation purchased land and build a 
new sanctuary, educational wing, and fellowship hall on the corner of Twenty-Eighth and 
Sutherland Avenue under the leadership of The Reverend L. E. Ervin (a retired 
Indianapolis Public School administrator). After relocating to this new location, the 
congregation continued to grow and ministries expanded in order to meet the needs of the 
membership and neighborhood. In 1994, the congregation extended the invitation to 
Reverend Kevin Dewayne Eong to serve as their next pastor. Reverend Eong was a “son 
of the church,” which means that he grew up in the church, received his license to preach, 
and was ordained under the leadership of the late Rev. E. E. Ervin. 

Under the leadership of Rev. Eong, the congregation continued to strive in 
meeting the needs of the congregation and the neighborhood, but the congregation 
entered into a period of decline during the years of 2004-2014. Contributing factors to 
this decline included the high number of membership deaths from the GI (1901-1926) 
and Mature/Silent (1927-1945) generational groups. These generational groups were the 
pillars of the congregation and the major financial supporters of the church. Other factors 
included the gentrification of the neighborhood, where when the church building was 
erected the neighborhood consisted predominately of African Americans and now the 
neighborhood is approximately forty-five percent Caucasians. A final factor in the decline 
included the fact that approximately eighty-five percent of the current membership of the 
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church commutes on Wednesday for Bible study and on Sunday for worship services. 
From the years of 1902-2004, the congregation’s membership averaged between three 
hundred and five hundred. Also, between the years of 2004-2014, the eongregation 
membership ranged between one hundred to one hundred and fifty people. 

Metropolitan Missionary Baptist Chureh sits in the Mapleton Neighborhood, 
whieh was a thriving and family-oriented seetion of town with families with two parents. 
However, over the years, with the closing of the military base and Chrysler, also eame the 
deeline in the ineome of the residents, whieh led to the closure of many of the 
neighborhood businesses. The inerease of illegal drugs and the inerease in gang presenee 
in the neighborhood took plaee in the years of 2004-2014, whieh also brought prostitution 
and drug users. Unfortunately, many of these last, least and the left-out individuals 
oeeupied the abandoned homes in the neighborhood. Many of these individuals who 
visited the ehureh on Wednesday night while Bible study was taking plaee in order to 
inquire about finaneial assistanee. Some of these individuals would stay for the Bible 
study and others would ask for money and leave. The eongregation offered clothes eloset 
ministry and other methods to meet the needs of those last, least and left out to their best 
of their abilities. 

When I became a member of this congregation in 1999,1 worked in the Youth 
Ministry as the Youth minister. It was my responsibility to teach Bible study on 
Wednesday evening. I also worked with the Youth Choir and the Mass Choir. I was also 
a teacher during Vacation Bible School. Being a member of this mid-size congregation 
afforded me with the opportunity to learn most of the members’ names and establish a 
relationship with them. Under the leadership of Pastor Long, I learned how ministry tmly 
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operates within a mid-size or small congregation. After revealing my HIV positive status 
to the congregation on that Sunday in 2004,1 was nervous and afraid that the 
congregation would abandon me and reject me, just like my birth mother and foster 
mother. However, by the grace of God, the congregation continued to love and accept 
me. The support that I received from my pastor both past and present has been 
tremendously outstanding. Support and the love from the congregation provided me with 
the affirmation of God’s love and comfort in knowing that I do not have to wear a mask 
when entering Metropolitan Missionary Baptist Church. As the HIV/AIDS infection 
continues to rise in the African American community, especially among seniors, women 
and teens, it is imperative for the church to provide ministry that will encourage the 
spirits and self-esteems of while imparting knowledge of God’s unconditional love to 
individuals who are living with HIV/AIDS. Currently, the church does not have an 
HIV/AIDS ministry, and to the best of my knowledge, I am the only person who has 
publicly revealed my positive status to the congregation. 



CHAPTER TWO 


BIBLICAL FOUNDATIONS 

The Bible contains basic instructions for life. Its readers can find various stories 
and situations that speak to their current situations and encourage, enlighten, and 
challenge them to continue onward in life’s journey. The same book also provides 
corrective measures to be applied when individuals disobey any of the commandments or 
instmctions. This book is also used by some people to enforce the separation of ethnic 
groups. For example, the Bible has been used by slave owners to treat slaves inhumanely. 
Many slave owners in the United States refused to allow their slaves to learn how to read 
and write in fear of slave revolts. Slave owners also feared that their servants would find 
out through reading the biblical text that they are God’s chosen people and how Jesus 
Christ petitions on their behalf. 

The Mosaic Laws were the primary material used to find people guilty when any 
of these laws were broken. It was the Holy scriptures that guided the trends of society as 
it relates to morality. For example, based on the Mosaic Laws, which can be found in the 
Old Testament Book of Leviticus in the eighteenth chapter, any sexual act that prohibited 
the process of procreation was considered an abomination. Thousands of years later, in 
very selective settings, the Leviticus text is being used to condemn people living with the 
virus. If the Bible is to be used as a moral guideline for society, then why are certain 
passages being used to honor certain sins while condemning other sins? Genesis chapters 
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one and two indicates that God designed the earth to be paradise; however, from Genesis 


third chapter to Revelation the twentieth chapter, paradise had been destroyed, and thus, 
the mission and goal of the scripture text is to return paradise back to its origins. 
Revelation chapters twenty-one and twenty-two, describes the restoration of paradise to 
its original design. Due to sin amongst the people of God, there had to be an individual 
who could pay the ransom on behalf of the children of God; therefore, Jesus Christ came 
onto the scene. According to the Bible, Jesus Christ’s purpose was to redeem all people 
(Jews and Gentiles) from the penalty of sin and fulfill the prophecy of the prophets and 
teachers, allowing the children of God to have life and have it more abundantly. Jesus 
accomplished this daunting task by suffering the hardest punishment of humankind by 
being sentenced to death by crucifixion. The excellent news for all mankind is that Jesus 
rose from the dead, returned to sit at the right hand of God, and will return to claim his 
bride during the second coming. In the New Testament is found the mandate of loving 
one another as instituted by Jesus Christ, so if this is the mandate for individuals who 
profess to be followers of Jesus Christ, why do his followers fail to express love to all 
humankind? 

Matthew 28:19-20 contains explicit instructions to the original disciples of Jesus 

Christ regarding how to establish the New Testament Church: 

Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the 
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Teach these new disciples to obey 
all the commands I have given you. And be sure of this: I am with you always, 
even to the end of the age. i 


1 Biblical citations are from the New Living Translation version unless otherwise stated, Matthew 
28 : 19 - 20 . 
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With this mandate from Jesus Christ to the church in making disciples, the church has the 
responsibility to provide the necessary tools to these disciples so they can fulfill the 
mandate. The church, which is also known as the “ecclesia ” in the Greek culture, has the 
charge to minister to the physical, emotional, and spiritual needs of their parishioners. 
Every member of a church should be afforded equal opportunity to receive emotional 
support, love, and comfort when needed. Each leader and member must recognize that 
the diverse makeup of the church requires a diverse method for meeting the needs of each 
congregant. The question that needs to be proposed to the twenty-first century church is 
whether or not it is applying the biblical text as the standard operating procedure in 
meeting the members’ needs or only applying the latest societal trends. Therefore, when a 
member has received the traumatic news of being tested positive for an incurable disease 
like cancer, Alzheimer’s, or HIV/AIDS, this is the time when these individuals need their 
church family to provide comfort and spiritual and emotional support. So they come to 
the church house on a weekly basis in search for comfort and encouragement, but many 
times they leave the church hurt, angry, and disappointed. 

The reason these individuals feel hurt is due to the lack of compassion from the 
contents of the worship services. During a worship experience, prayers of support and 
healing for people suffering from cancer, diabetes, and Alzheimer’s may be given either 
by the ministerial staff or a layperson, but individuals living with the virus may feel that 
they are being left out in the prayer. Some ministers’ sermonic expressions sends a 
message of how the presence of HIV/AIDS in our society is a sign of God’s punishment 
and that individuals who are living with the virus are getting what they deserve. The 
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question for the twenty-first century church is why is it practicing selective ministry for 
one congregational group and oppressive ministry for another congregational group? 

In this chapter, a more in-depth look at two Old Testament and two New 
Testament texts will be used to lay the foundation for this research on providing a 
positive response to people who are living with HIV/AIDS. Isaiah 61:1 says, “The Spirit 
of the Sovereign Lord is upon me, for the Lord has anointed me to bring good news to 
the poor. He has sent me to comfort the brokenhearted and to proclaim that captives will 
be released and prisoners will be freed.” Psalms 146:8b says, “The Lord lifts up those 
who are weighed down.” A deeper exegetical look at these passages of scriptures will be 
presented in this chapter, focusing on the word of comfort, which will provide biblical 
support for the proposed project. 

Matthew 25:40 says, “And the King will say, I tell you the truth, when you did it 
to the one of the least of these my brothers and sisters, you were doing it to me! 1 
Corinthians 15:54 - 58 says. 

Then, when our dying bodies have been transformed into bodies that will never 
die, the Scripture will be fulfilled: Death is swallowed up in victory. O death 
where is your victory? O death where is your sting? For sin is the sting that results 
in death, and the law gives sin its power. But thank God! He gives us victory over 
sin and death through our Lord Jesus Christ. So, my dear brothers and sisters are 
strong and immovable. Always work enthusiastically for the Lord, for you know 
that nothing you do for the Lord is ever useless. 

The exegetical emphasis will focus on the words “the least of these” and “victory.” 

The aim of this chapter is to lay the foundation for how biblical texts resonate in 

regard to offering ministry to the least of these, which for the proposed project case refers 

to those congregants living with HIV/AIDS, with comfort and informing them of their 

victory which is in Christ Jesus who is their Lord. 
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The Isaiah. 61:1 pericope provides a message to the people of Israel as they had 
been released once again from the hands of their enemies: “The Spirit of the Sovereign 
Lord is upon me for he has anointed me to preach the good news to the poor. He has sent 
me to comfort the brokenhearted and to proclaim that captives will be released and 
prisoners will be freed” (Is. 61:1). Isaiah recognized the hurt and pain of his people, and 
it is in this verse where the prophet changed his role. For many years, he had instructed 
the people to repent and return to the supreme God, but with these words the prophet took 
on the role as a counselor. 

In Hebrew, these words define comfort: sn “balag,” (baw-lag), which means to 
recover and strengthen ;2 on] “nacham,” (naw-kham), which means to console and 
comfort.3 In Greek, the following word defines comfort: “©apasw tharseo,” which means 
to have courage and be of good cheer. 4 The prophet is attempting to provide comfort to 
the children of Israel during this time. The word comfort is also defined as to give 
strength and hope; to console; consolation; freedom from pain, trouble or anxiety.5 The 
word comfort can be found seventy-nine times in seventy-two verses in the New Living 
Translations. The first mentioning of comfort to the children of Israel can be found in 
Isaiah 40:1, ‘“Comfort, comfort my people,’ say your God. ‘Speak tenderly to Jerusalem. 
Tell her that her sad days are gone and her sins are pardoned. Yes the Lord has punished 


2 James Strong, The New Strong’s Complete Dictionary of Bible Words (Nashville, TN: Thomas 
Nelson Publishers, 1996), 1082. 

3 Strong, The New Strong’s Complete Dictionary of Bible Words, 5162. 

4 Strong, The New Strong’s Complete Dictionary of Bible Words, 2293. 

5 Merriam-Webster Dictionary, “Comfort” (Springfield, MA: Gardners Publishers, 2004). 
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her twice over for all of her sins.’” Other scriptures in the Old Testament pericope 

address the word comfort, Isaiah 66:12-13 says, 

This is what the Lord says: I will give Jerusalem a river of peace and prosperity. 
The wealth of the nations will flow to her. Her children will be nursed at her 
breasts, carried in her arms, and held on her lap. I will comfort you there in 
Jerusalem as a mother comfort her child. 

Jeremiah 31:13 says, “The young women will dance for you, and the men- old and young 
- will join in the celebration. I will turn their mourning into joy. I will comfort them and 
exchange their sorrow for rejoicing.” Lamentations LlVsays, “Jerusalem reaches out for 
help but no one comfort her. Regarding his people Israel, the Lord has said, let their 
neighbors be their enemies! Let them be thrown away like a filthy rag!” Lamentations 1: 
21 says, “Others heard my groans, but no one turned to comfort me. When my enemies 
heard about my troubles, they were happy to see what you had done. Oh, bring the day 
you promised, when they will suffer as I have suffered.” 

Zechariah 1:17 reads as follows: “Say this also: This is what the LORD of Heaven’s 
Armies say; the towns of Israel will again overflow with prosperity and the Lord will 
again comfort Zion and choose Jerusalem as his own.” 

Job, who was respected and revered in the Old Testament for his faithfulness to 
God during trials and tribulations, encouraged himself. Job recognized the fact after the 
death of his children and losing all of his livelihood that man is born of a woman of a few 
days and full of trouble. He experienced so much hardship that many people in his 
situation might have considered suicide. Job learned first-hand that not all of a person’s 
friends and family members will provide support and words of encouragement. Job’s 
wife suggested to him to curse God because his health continued to decline instead of 
improving. In the words of Job, “At least I can take comfort in this: Despite the pain, I 
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have not denied the words of the Holy One” (Job 14:1). Due to Job’s faith in God, he 
held on and waited patiently on God’s deliverance. Job spoke these words to Eliphaz 
during his time of suffering, 

I have heard all this before. What miserable comforters you are! Won’t you ever 
stop blowing hot air? What makes you keep on talking? I could say the same 
things if you were in my place. I could spout off criticism and shake my head at 
you. But if it were me, I would encourage you; I would try to take away your 
grief. Instead, I suffer if I defend myself, and I suffer no less if I refuse to speak. 
(Job 16:1-6) 

In many cases, individuals living with the virus can resonate with this passage of 
scripture from Job. Oftentimes, they become recipients of harsh criticism and 
condemnation from family, friends, and even members of their own church family. Since 
this lack of compassion is offered to them, people living with the virus would walk away 
from the church and from God. The church must encourage these individuals to read Job 
in order to learn how God rewarded Job for his sacrifice, endurance, and most 
importantly, his patience. God rewarded Job for not turning the opposite direction but 
making an attempt to get closer to God during the most challenging time of his life. Job 
even recognized how the people who he thought would minister to him in time of need 
were the ones who passed judgment and pleaded for him to repent to God for his sins in 
order to be healed. 

In another pericope, the writer Isaiah shows the softer side to the church, which 
also represented the softer side of God. It is a fact that God will give consent to our 
adversaries to attack us and to have temporary rule over us, but God will not permit our 
rivals to destroy us. We have security in knowing that God will hear our prayers and 
cries. God shows compassion when believers request forgiveness of sins and return to 
God, the main source of living. When comfort is offered to those who are suffering, a 
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transformation takes place. In this transformation, the receiver obtains the good news that 

help is on the way, which provides verification that God’s favor is present in their lives. 

Therefore, individuals regain self-confidence and a renewed spirit. They begin to rebuild 

their lives with the new perspective and with a desire to become witnesses to others. 

Many biblical scholars believe that Isaiah’s pericope was speaking of a future 

Messiah who will fulfill this prophecy and not referencing Jesus. Could the scholars be 

correct in their assumption? The evidence could be found in the Gospel according to 

Luke when Jesus stood in the synagogue, unrolled the scroll, and recited Isaiah 61:1: 

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, for he has anointed me to bring Good News to 
the poor. He has sent me to proclaim that captives will be released, that the blind 
will see, that the oppressed will be set free, and that the time of the Lord’s favor 
has come”. . . . The Scripture you’ve just heard has been fulfilled this very day 
(Luke 4:18-19, 21). 

However, the view presented in this chapter is that God had anointed Isaiah to be the 
anointed one to offer comfort to the children of Israel during those challenging times. 
Therefore, when Jesus stood in the synagogue and read the scroll, Jesus took the 
opportunity to confirm His purpose for ministry in the presence of the congregation. 

Both Isaiah and Luke address the main points of comforting the brokenhearted, 
which confirm the church’s responsibility and role as it relates to fulfilling the prophecy. 
This term brokenhearted is only mentioned twice in the entire biblical text. “shabar” 
is the Hebrew word for brokenhearted, which means to burst, break (down, off in pieces, 
up), broken (hearted) bring to the birth, crush, destroy, hurt, quench, quite, tear, view.6 
The church must recognize the mere fact that the majority of its participants may 
presently be suffering from a broken heart. In most cases, the cause for the broken heart 


6 Strong, The New Strong’s Complete Dictionary of Bible Words. 
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is not because the person whom they have poured out their souls in love has fallen out of 
love with them, but worshippers are brokenhearted due to suffering in private for a lack 
of comfort and emotional support. Many believers of God find it difficult to share their 
deeper feelings with family and friends; therefore, they carry the burden of their issues 
with them. When they come to the house of worship, it is their desire to be in a safe 
place. It is their hope that in the house of worship they can receive an inspiring word, 
sing an uplifting song of praise, or hear a prayer of supplication, which could mend their 
broken hearts. Some houses of worship may contain at least one person living with the 
virus and who is suffering daily in private because they do not have anyone with whom 
they can share their status. They desire to receive comfort from friends, family, co¬ 
workers, and even church members; however, with the continuous judgmental attitude 
and stigma associated with the virus, the church continues to remain silent on this subject. 
So, the question for the church today is why does the church fail to offer compassion and 
comfort to these individuals? Is it that the reality of the virus could be right at the front 
door or even in the house? Are Christians afraid to talk about HIV/AIDS because they do 
not want to have a dialogue about sex? 

Even the Apostle Paul charged churches to offer comfort and support. Romans 

15: 5-6 says, “May God, who gives this patience and encouragement, help you live in 

complete harmony with each other, as it fitting for following Christ Jesus. Then all of you 

can join together with one voice giving praise and glory to God, the Father of our Lord 

Jesus Christ.” Further 2 Corinthians verses three through seven says, 

All praises to God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. God is our merciful Father 
and the source of all comfort. He comforts us in all our troubles so that we can 
comfort others. When they are troubled, we will be able to give them the same 
comfort God has given us. For the more we suffer for Christ, the more God will 
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shower us with this comfort through Christ. Even when we are weighed down 
with troubles, it is for your comfort and salvation! For when we ourselves are 
comforted, we will certainly comfort you. Then you can patiently endure the same 
things we suffer. We are confident that as you share in our sufferings, you will 
also share in the comfort God gives us. 

Additionally, 1 Thessalonians 5:14 says, “Brothers and sisters, we urge you to warn those 
who are lazy. Encourage those who are timid. Take tender care of those who are weak. 

Be patient with everyone.” Also, 2 Thess. 4:16 says, “Now may our Lord Jesus Christ 
himself and God our Father, who loves us and by his grace gave us eternal comfort and a 
wonderful hope, comfort you and strengthen you in every good thing you do and say.” In 
these passages of scriptures, Paul hits on the main reason why Christians should comfort 
each other, which is to strengthen the body of Christ. Thomas Hastings penned these 
words: 


Come ye disconsolate, where ye languish. Come to the mercy seat, fervently 
kneel; Here bring your wounded hearts, here tell your anguish: Earth has no 
sorrow that heav’n cannot heal. Joy of the desolate, light of the straying, Hope of 
your penitent, fadeless and pure! Here speaks the Comforter, tenderly saying. 
Earth has no sorrow that heav’n cannot cure.? 

The beautiful thing about this Christian journey is having the knowledge of where to go 

to find true comfort, and that is in the presence of the Lord. To read the pericope in the 

Isaiah 61:1, the joy that the reader finds is that somebody is present to heal their broken 

heart. Whether the reader interprets this passage as saying that the person providing this 

level of comfort is Isaiah or Jesus Christ, the solace comes from somebody being present 

during the time of trouble. Since God is present in the time of trouble, Christians are 

mandated to share this great news to others who are in trouble and even to the ones not 

known to be in trouble. The good news from this passage of scripture is that help is 


7 Thomas Moore, “Come, Ye Diseonsolate, Where’er Ye Languish,” Hymnal, aeeessed Deeember 
30, 2015, https://www.hymnal.net/en/hymn/h/684. 
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present. When individuals do not feel the safety of God during times of trouble, they seek 
safety in the presence of those living the lifestyle of Christian principles and beliefs. 

The second Old Testament pericope, which is Psalm 146:8b and it states, “The 
Lord lifts up those who are weighed down.” This division of Psalms is labeled as a 
communal song of thanksgiving, where the writer offers thanksgiving and encourages the 
worshippers to offer praises unto God. According to Michael Coogan, “Song of 
Thanksgiving psalms consist largely of the expression of gratitude for divine assistance 
that has been granted and may be either individual or communal, in the latter case as for a 
military victory or a plentiful harvest.’’s 

In Psalms 146, the writer shares with the people how the Lord will raise and 
comfort those who are burdened down with life’s issues. The awesome news starts in the 
first verse of this passage: “Praise the Lord, Let all that I am praise the Lord. I will praise 
the Lord as long as I live. I will sing praises to my God with my dying breath” (Ps. 146:1- 
2). What a declaration and a powerful testimony to offer in the presence of God and to 
the people: As long as I live, I will give honor and reverence to the Lord. Up to the 
moment when I take my last breath, I will offer the Lord the highest praise. I will lift up 
praises to the Lord because he provides me with hope and joy. The Lord delivers on 
every promise, gives justice to the oppressed, food to the hungry, and makes the heavens 
and the earth. The Lord frees the prisoners and opens the eyes of the blind. The psalmist 
makes a personal testimony of thanksgiving unto the Lord for all of the bountiful 
blessings that have been given, sharing why this praise is being offered and recognizing 
that the presence of the Lord was there to provide comfort during the most challenging 

8 Michael Coogan, The Old Testament: A Historical and Literary Introduction to the Hebrew 
Scriptures (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2006), 464. 
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times. It is good to know during the most challenging times in life, one can find comfort 
in the presence of the Lord. 

History has shown how the Children of Israel have placed more trust in the hands 
of man and idols as their source for help. Since the Israelites failed to follow the covenant 
and commandments of God, they experienced much heartache. God allowed their 
enemies to take them into captivity. The Israelites were taken away from their homeland 
into a strange land where they were used as slaves. God also allowed a famine to fall 
upon their land, which affected their economy, and several plagues spread throughout the 
camp, where an entire generation was wiped out. In spite of that, the Children of Israel 
knew to call upon the name of the Lord for help. It was during this cry that the people 
repented from their sins and returned to the covenant of God. Several times when the 
children of Israel submitted a request for forgiveness, God restored them and replenished 
what they had lost. However, there were a few times when God refused to hear the cry of 
the people and did not grant their petition. This shows that God is a jealous God and will 
not continue to accept vain actions and flowery words as a method of requesting 
forgiveness. God is searching for a sincere heart and willingness to walk in the covenant 
that had been issued to the forefathers and passed down to the present generation. 

The good news of the time for the people of Israel was God heard their cry for 
deliverance from the hands of their oppressors. As God delivered them from their 
oppressive state, their broken hearts were mended, and the presence of God was with 
them. This same good news that dates back to the sixth and seventh centuries BCE is 
present in the twenty-first century. God is present to deliver those who are oppressed, 
release those who are in captivity, heal the broken heartened, and claim this as the year of 
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the Lord’s favor. God uses Isaiah and the writer of Psalms 146 to spread this message to 
the people who will listen and be ready to hear sound doctrine. 

In the New Testament pericope of Matthew 25:31-46, Jesus is recorded as 
speaking on the Final Judgment: 

But when the Son of Man comes in his glory and all the angels with him, then he 
will sit upon his glorious throne. All the nations will be gathered in his presence, 
and he will separate the people as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. 
He will place the sheep at his right hand and the goats at his left. Then the King 
will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by my Father, inherit 
the Kingdom prepared for you from the creation of the world. For I was hungry, 
and you fed me. I was thirsty, and you gave me a drink. I was a stranger and you 
invited me into your home. I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and 
you cared for me. I was in prison and you visited me.’ Then these righteous ones 
will reply, ‘Lord, when did we ever see you hungry and feed you? Or thirsty and 
give you something to drink? Or a stranger and show you hospitality? Or naked 
and give you clothing? When did we ever see you sick or in prison and visit you?’ 
And the King will say, ‘I tell you the truth, when you did it to one of the least of 
these my brothers and sisters, you were doing it to me! ’ Then the King will turn 
to those on the left and say, ‘Away with you, you cursed ones, into the eternal fire 
prepared for the devil and his demons. For I was hungry and you didn’t feed me. I 
was thirsty, and you didn’t give me a drink. I was a stranger, and you didn’t 
invite me into your home. I was naked and you didn’t give me clothing. I was sick 
and in prison, and you didn’t visit me.’ Then they will reply, ‘Lord, when did we 
ever see you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and not 
help you?’ And he will answer, ‘I will tell you the truth, when you refused to help 
the least of these my brothers and sisters, you were refusing to help me.’ And they 
will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous will go into eternal life. 

This conversation was one of the many training sessions that Jesus conducted with his 

disciples and the multitudes. Many of the listeners and disciples did not realize that Jesus 

was using these parables as a precursor of his impeding crucifixion. Therefore, it was his 

goal to prepare his disciples and his followers for what would take place on Judgment 

Day. 


It is very interesting how Jesus uses the analogy of dividing the people like sheep 


and goats. In the analogy, eternal life is rewarded to those individuals who thought it not 
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robbery to practice the ministry of service to the least of these; eternal death is rewarded 
to those individuals who practiced selfishness by failing to assist those who are the least 
of these. The following is a very interesting and important statement that many people 
fail to recognize: “When you have done it to the least of these, you have done it to me.” 

In looking at this statement, these questions are relevant: Who are the least of these? And 
why are they important? In Matthew, Jesus is reported as describing the least of these as 
those who are hungry, thirsty, naked, sick, a stranger, or prisoner. These individuals are 
so important in the sight of Jesus because his ministry was based on saving those who are 
the least, the lost, and the last. The majority of his teachings and healing ministry were 
amongst the group whom the upper echelon of society had forgotten. 

More than 2,000 years later, some questions arise for today’s church: are we 
assisting the least of these? Or we are catering to the greater of these? Have we lost focus 
on the least of these because they do not look like us? Have we reached the pinnacle of 
success where we are not willing to bring others up with us? Do we not realize that we 
can become the least of these at any given moment? The prophet Amos describes how the 
poor are treated: 

You trample the poor, stealing their grain through taxes and unfair rent. 

Therefore, though you build beautiful stone houses, you will never live in them. 
Though you plant lush vineyards, you will never drink wine from them. For I 
know the vast number of your sins and the depth of your rebellions. You oppress 
good people by taking bribes and deprive the poor of justice in the courts (Amos 
5:11-12). 

Whether it is done consciously or unconsciously, believers of the faith continue to 
trample the poor and oppress good people through self-centered worship and traditions. 
Has the church become more concerned about its reputation rather than providing 
ministry to the poor? Does humanity only think of the poor as individuals who are lazy 
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and only seeking a hand out? Have society forgotten that the word poor is also defined as 
the state of being that also reflects an emotional and mental state? Matthew 5:3 says, 

“God blesses those who are poor and realize their need for him, for the Kingdom of 
heaven is theirs.” This scripture confirms the mere fact that poverty is more than an 
economic state of being but also a mental state of being. 

Other New Testament scriptures address how a person will be rewarded for caring 
for the least of these. For instance, Matt. 10:42 says, “And if you give even a cup of cold 
water to one of the least of my followers, you will surely be rewarded.” Finally, Hebrew 
6:9-12 states the following: 

Dear friends, even though we are talking this way, we really don’t believe it 
applies to you. We are confident that you are meant for better things, things that 
come with salvation. For God is not unjust. He will not forget how hard you have 
worked for him and how you have shown your love to him by caring for other 
believers, as you still do. Our great desire is that you will keep on loving others as 
long as life lasts, in order to make certain that what you hope for will come true. 
Then you will not become spiritually dull and indifferent. Instead, you will follow 
the example of those who are going to inherit God’s promises because of their 
faith and endurance. 

In these passages of scriptures, offering a cup of water to the least of these, fulfills the 
teachings of Jesus Christ. Kindness to all people should come naturally and not be forced. 
When people render acts of kindness, it should not be done in order to obtain recognition, 
but the act should be performed because it is in the heart of the performer. 

The least of these are crying out for help and for comfort in these last and evil 
days. The least of these are representatives of all generational groups. The least of these 
are present in every auxiliary and ministry work. Some of the least of these are sitting in 
the pulpit. While this cry is not for empathy, it is a cry for emotional support, guidance, 
and, most importantly, deliverance. The cry from the least of these is a cry of affirmation 
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that they are in the presence of people who will offer biblical reference to mend their 
brokenness and remind them that God and their church family has not left them. When 
will we answer the call from the least of these, or will we continue to hit the ignore 
button on the phone? Will the separation of the have and have-nots continue to divide our 
house of worship? Until we begin to assist the least of these during their challenging 
times, we take the chance of being rewarded the prize of eternal death, based on the 
pericope of Matthew 25:31- 46. Victory cannot be obtained by the least of these and by 
the greater of these until a working partnership has been established. The words of 
Hezekiah Walker’s song entitled “I need you to survive” say the following, “I need you 
and you need me. We’re all one big family. Pray with me; agree with me, we’re one big 
family. It is His will that every need be supplied. You’re important to me, I need you to 
survive. I pray for you, you pray for me. I love you, I need you to survive. I won’t harm 
you with words from my mouth, I love you, I need you to survive.” The time is now to 
work together to ensure that all are rewarded on that great judgment day to inherit eternal 
life instead of eternal death. 

In the 1 Corinthians.15:54 - 58 pericope, the Apostle Paul shares these words of 
encouragement to the Corinth Church: 

Then, when our dying bodies have been transformed into bodies that will never 
die, this scripture will be fulfilled: ‘Death is swallowed up in victory.’ O death, 
where is your victory? O death, where is your sting?” For sin is the sting that 
results in death, and the law gives sin its power. But thank God! He gives us 
victory over sin and death through our Lord Jesus Christ. So, my dear brothers 
and sisters, be strong and immovable. Always work enthusiastically for the Lord, 
for you know that nothing you do for the Lord is ever useless. 

In this chapter, he speaks of how the physical body is filled with corruption and sin, but 

those who have accepted the Lord Jesus Christ as their Savior can take on the form of 
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Jesus in their bodies. The death and resurrection of Jesus Christ has taken the sting of 

death from them, as prophesied by Isaiah 25:6-8: 

In Jerusalem, the Lord of Heaven’s Armies will spread a wonderful feast for all 
the people of the world. It will be a delicious banquet with clear, well-aged wine 
and choice meat. There he will remove the cloud of gloom, the shadow of death 
that hangs over the earth. He will swallow up death forever! The Sovereign Lord 
will wipe away all tears. He will remove forever all insults and mockery against 
his land and people. The Lord has spoken! 

Similarly, Hosea 13:14 says: “Should I ransom them from the grave? Should I redeem 
them from death? O death, bring on your terrors! O grave, bring on your plagues! For I 
will not take pity on them.” 

In these passages of scripture the Lord served death and the grave the notice of 
defeat. This scripture expresses the work of Jesus in coming down from heaven to save 
the people from sin and death. The joy that Paul wanted to share with the Corinthian 
people was that Jesus defeated death and the grave, so as believers of Jesus Christ, we 
will not experience the sting of death. For Jesus took that burden upon himself on our 
behalf. Due to the sacrificial act of Jesus, our earthly body, which is defined as 
corruptible in the biblical text, will be destroyed. At the time of judgment, humanity will 
take on the form of incorruptible bodies. Paul reminds the church that the cause of death 
is based on sinful nature that dates back to the fall of man in the Garden of Eden, but 
Jesus came down to earth in order to redeem humanity from our sins. 

The second point in this scripture refers to the bill of sin that has been paid in full 
by Jesus, and now victory can be claimed. Christians have the victory over two powerful 
forces that keep them from having an intimate relationship with God: sin and death. 
Asking rhetorical questions is a wonderful way of making a strong statement to one’s 
enemies. That is what Paul did when he asked the following questions to death and to the 



46 


grave: “Where is your sting? O grave, where is your vietory?” Remember the grave 
thought it had claimed the victory over Jesus when He died on a sycamore tree, but Jesus 
triumphed over the grave on the third day, just as He had spoken to the disciples and to 
the multitude. With Jesus claiming victory over these powerful forces, believers can also 
claim victory over these same forces in life. The late Bishop Walter Hawkins said, “Don’t 
wait until the battle to shout, you know at the end that you’re going to win.” This 
selection sends the message to the listeners that as believers of God, they do not have to 
wait until the end of life in order to celebrate and claim victory. They can offer the 
highest praise unto God at this moment because they are victorious. 

In looking at this word victory more closely, in order to understand the messages 
from Paul to the Corinthian people and to humanity in this present day. The definition for 
the word victory is to conquer, overcome, and prevail. Another word for victory is to 
triumph. When the Bible speaks of the word victory, the assertion is that victory belongs 
to God. There are two special features: (1) The Lord’s victory is the defeat of his people’s 
enemies. The scriptural reference is 2 Samuel 23:10: “He killed Philistines until his hand 
was too tired to lift his sword, and the Lord gave him a great victory that day.” (2) The 
Lord’s victory is the exercise of holy sovereignty in the course of history. The word 
comes from the Hebrew word “te shuwah ” and from the Greek word of vikoi;, 
“nikos.”9 

The word victory can be found in the following Old Testament scriptures: 

Exodus 15:2 says, “The Lord is my strength and my song; he has given me victory.” 
Psalms 20:5 says, “May we shout for joy when we hear of your victory and raise a 


9 Strong, The Strong’s Complete Dictionary of Bible Words, 8668, 3534. 
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victory banner in the name of our God. May the Lord answer all your prayers.” Psalms 
21:1 says, “How the king rejoices in your strength, O Lord! He shouts with joy because 
you give him victory.” Psalms 35:3 says, “Lift up your spear and javelin against those 
who pursue me. Let me hear you say, ‘I will give you victory!” Psalms 45:4 says, “In 
your majesty, ride out to victory, defending truth, humility and justice. Go forth to 
perform awe-inspiring deeds Psalms 48:10 says, “As your name deserves, O God, you 
will be praised to the ends of the earth. Your strong right hand is filled with victory.” 
Psalms 62:1 says, “I wait quietly before God, for my victory comes from him.” Psalms 
98:3 says, “He has remembered his promises to love and be faithful to Israel. The ends of 
the earth have seen the victory of our God.” Psalms 118:14 - 16 says, “The Lord is my 
strength; he has given me victory. Songs of joy and victory are sung in the camp of the 
godly. The strong right arm of the Lord has done glorious things! The strong right arm of 
the Lord is raised in triumph. The strong right arm of the Lord has done glorious things!” 
Psalms 149:4 says, “For the Lord delights in his people; he crowns the humble with 
victory.” Isaiah 52:10 says, “The Lord has demonstrated his holy power before the eyes 
of all the nations. All the ends of the earth will see the victory of our God.” 

In the following New Testament scriptures, the word victory can be found in 
Matthew 12:20 says, “He will not crush the weakest reed or put out a flickering candle. 
Finally he will cause justice to be victorious.” Romans 8:37 says, “No, despite all these 
things, overwhelming victory is ours through Christ, who loved us.” Colossians 2:13 - 15 
says, 

You were dead because of your sins and because your sinful nature was not yet 
cut away. Then God made you alive with Christ, for he forgave all our sins. He 
canceled the record of the charges against us and took it away by nailing it to the 
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cross. In this way, he disarmed the spiritual rulers and authorities. He shamed 

them publicly by his victory over them on the cross. 

Finally, Revelations 5:5 says, “But one of the twenty-four elders said to me, ‘Stop 
weeping! Look, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the heir to David’s throne, has won the 
victory. He is worthy to open the scroll and its seven seals.” 

In all of these verses, each writer shares how the Lord will allow the people to 
triumph over trials and tribulations; therefore, they can stop stressing, but they can rejoice 
for victory is at hand. From how the children of Israel became triumphant over Pharaoh 
up to the time when America has declared victory over Saddam Hussein, the message 
that victory is at hand needs to come across the sacred desk from the man or woman of 
God as he or she proclaims the acceptable year of the Lord. This message would send 
positive vibes to all congregants and especially to those individuals living with 
HIV/AIDS. Is the church encouraging individuals who are living with the virus that 
victory is at hand? 

Old Testament and New Testament scriptural references have been shared on how 
the phrase “the least of these” was used in the form of a parable to inform the multitude 
and the disciples of how God determines who will enter into heaven on Judgment Day. 
The least of these are identified as those who are hungry, sick, thirsty, naked, and 
imprisoned. Those characteristics are not only based on the physical appearance, but 
these characteristics are applicable to the state of mind of an individual. Therefore, since 
the church has been classified as a hospital, it is the mission of the church to provide the 
necessary treatment to these individuals who stand in the need of care. The pastor who 
serves as the attending physician is responsible for providing the proper and effective 
medication (the word of God) that will bring healing to the least of these. Jesus places 
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full emphasis on the scripture text that when a person mistreats the least of these, he or 
she mistreating Him. Believers must remember God created man and woman in the 
image of God; therefore, God shares the same feelings, success, hurt, pain, challenges, 
and other emotions. When Jesus came down to earth, he took on the form and likeness of 
man, which allowed him to bridge the gap between man and God. When we become 
members of the body of Christ, we become a family; therefore, regardless of our last 
name, Christians are one big family. Therefore, as members of the same body, there are 
times when one member of the body is hurting and suffering pain. 

When Christians are hurting and suffering pain, they go to the hospital in order to 
relieve the pain, but in many cases, the least of these are not receiving the proper care or 
comfort from the church. In many cases, they come to church seeking comfort and 
compassion, but instead, they are recipients of isolation from the time they walk into the 
church. The lack of comfort is being felt during the worship services as prayers are 
offered, scriptures are read, and even when the sermon is delivered. As a result, the 
individual leaves the church feeling condemned, cursed, and disowned by God. Isaiah 
and Jesus are not the only individuals who have been called to deliver the good news. All 
who have been baptized into the body of Christ have been called to deliver the good news 
to all people. As Christians share the gospel to people, the words of God bring comfort. 

In Micah 6:8, the prophet Micah encouraged his listeners by saying that “the Lord has 
told you what is good, and this is what He requires of you to do what is right, to love 
mercy, and to walk humbly with your God.” Also, the Apostle Paul truly sends an 
excellent message to the church at Galatia by saying, “whenever we have the opportunity, 



50 


we should do good to everyone—especially to those in the family of faith” (Galatians 

6 : 10 ). 

A new perspective on life is being given to those who are in anguish and sin. A 
new portrait is painted on the canvas to illustrate hope and that, most importantly, victory 
belongs to them. All of these positive experiences should be a part of the weekly worship 
experiences of the church. All members should be able to have this type of experience. 
When this type of experience is offered to all people, then God will say to us on that great 
judgment day, “Well done, thy good and faithful servant.” 

The church is responsible for providing the necessary medication to those who are 
suffering and in pain, which will help them prevail over their illness. When they have 
overcome the trials and tribulations, they can declare that victory is theirs. When 
members are made aware that through Christ they are victorious, then their attitude will 
be positive; they will be able to loudly proclaim, “I am more than conquer.” This was the 
message from the Apostle Paul to the Corinthian Church, and this message is still 
applicable to the church of today because of Jesus’ death and resurrection, the sting of 
death and the grave has been defeated. 

Members of the religious community (pastors, evangelists, prophets, prophetess, 
bishops, choir members, deacons, stewards, trustees, culinary arts members, drama 
ministry, ushers, nurses, and pew members), regardless of denominational polity, race, 
and gender, have the golden opportunity to exemplify the compassion of Jesus Christ by 
putting into action the biblical principles of Matthew 7:1: “Do not judge others, and you 
will not be judged.” Also, Matthew 28:19-20 says, “Therefore, go and make disciples of 
all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. 
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Teach these new disciples to obey all the commands I have given you. And be sure of 
this: 1 am with you always, even to the end of the age.” Using the biblical principles 
instills into the lives of the least of these that Jesus Christ cares for them and desires for 
them to cast their care upon Him. 

To use the Bible as the foundation to determine what the moral authority is for the 
church in the twenty-first century, 2 Timothy 2:15 states, “who correctly explains the 
word of truth,” must be applied throughout its teaching, preaching, and sharing the good 
news of Jesus Christ. Explaining the word of truth will lead to an understanding of how 
to provide a positive response to individuals who are living with HIV/AIDS without 
passing judgment on them. 

The biblical texts presented in this document should be the foundation in offering 
compassion and meeting the spiritual needs of individuals living with an inoperable 
illness. Throughout his ministry, Jesus Christ always showed compassion to those 
individuals in need of healing and deliverance. These individuals came to Jesus based on 
hearing the good news of others being delivered from their afflictions. They walked in 
faith, hoping that Jesus would dispense healing virtue upon them. It is no difference in 
the twenty-first century; individuals who are living with HIV/AIDS attend church as an 
act of faith in order to receive healing from God through the preached word from the man 
or woman who has been called by Jesus Christ to spread the gospel. These individuals 
are already feeling the wrath of society because of their diagnosis; many of the 
individuals’ self-esteem is at an all-time low because they have to be very selective in 
sharing their health status with their loved ones, friends, co-workers, and even their 
church family. In the today’s society, these individuals can be classified as the least of 
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these. With this classification, the New Testament text found in Matthew 25:25-40 is 
applicable in how these individuals are prescribed by Jesus and how he will hold his 
followers accountable for mistreatment of the least of these. According to the text, if we 
do these things unto them, we have done these things unto him. Does the church want to 
be indicted on charges of neglect and abandonment of the least of these when they stand 
before the God on judgment day? Does the church want to be known as a group of 
hypocrites for not obeying the “red” letters of the New Testament text? Is the biblical text 
only used to practice discrimination and show stigmatization? Only the pastor and church 
leaders of the twenty-first century can answer these questions and only the pastor and 
church congregation can use the biblical text to provide a positive response to individuals 
living with HIV/AIDS. 



CHAPTER THREE 


HISTORICAL FOUNDATIONS 


This chapter includes a historical look at three major events in the history of the 
United States (slavery, Jim Crow, and the Civil Rights Movement). From the time when 
the first slave ship arrived in Jamestown, the deplorable treatment of African slaves 
began. This division of racial and ethnic groups had a negative effect on the economic, 
educational, financial, and even spiritual aspects of the group of people. This vicious 
cycle of inhumane treatment continues to be passed down from generation to generation 
as learned behavior by the majority of the ethnic group, as each new generation continues 
a practice of discrimination, instilling a spirit of racial hatred against others because of 
the color of their skin. 

The practice of discrimination is not limited to the workplace, restaurants, and 
health care facilities, but this practice can be found in churches, mosques, and 
synagogues. The first form of discrimination can be found in the Old Testament when 
Moses’s family members were disappointed with his marriage to an Ethiopian woman. 
Numbers 12:1-2 says, “While they were at Hazeroth, Miriam and Aaron criticized Moses 
because he had married a Cushite woman.” In the New Testament text, Jesus made 
reference to the culture in which Jews did not communicate with other ethnic groups, 
when he was speaking with the woman at the well. John 4:7-9 reads as follows: “Soon a 
Samaritan woman came to draw water, and Jesus said to her, ‘Please give me a drink.’ He 
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was alone at the time because his disciples had gone into the village to buy some food. 
The woman was surprised, for Jesus refuse to have anything to do with Samaritans.” The 
sad indictment is that this practice is now being observed in congregations to those 
congregants living with HIV/AIDS. 

Prior to the January 1, 1863, several generations of African Americans had to 
endure the harsh task of working without being properly rewarded. During those years of 
slavery, it was church leaders who endorsed the oppression and mistreatment of African 
Americans. These believers in God would use scriptural references as the foundation and 
justification of their treatment. For example, Ephesians 6:5-6 says, “Slaves, obey your 
earthly masters with deep respect and fear. Serve them sincerely as you would serve 
Christ. Try to please them all the time, not just when they are watching you.” Also, 
Colossians 3:22 says, “Slaves obey your earthly masters in everything you do. Try to 
please them all the time, not just when they are watching you. Serve them sincerely 
because of your reverent fear of the Lord.” During the period of 1700-1799, there was a 
major push to educate slaves, and with the passages of legislation entitled “Religion with 
Letters,” many slave owners were permitted to teach slaves how to read and write. The 
Bible was one of the main reading materials being taught to slaves. In the book entitled 
Hell Without Fire, author. Dr. Love Henry Whelchel, shares that many “slaveholders 
were skeptical of religious training for their slaves, fearing that training would make their 
slaves proud slaves.” Likewise, Dr. Francis LeJau appealed to the slaveholders’ self- 
interest, promising that the training would make slaves more controllable and loyal to 
their masters and thereby ensure the slaveholders’ approval and cooperation. Also, Dr. 
LeJau presented the slaveholders with a formal written statement reassuring them that the 
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conversion would not change a slave’s status as property.! Many slaveholders blamed the 


religious community for being responsible for the many slave revolts in southern states. 
The mindset of the southern slaveholders was that religious training was giving slaves the 
opportunity to think for themselves and feel a sense of empowerment; therefore, in 1829, 
many Southern states passed legislation to prohibit teaching slaves how to read and write. 
After the passage of these laws in the Southern states, many missionaries and evangelists 
approved the plan for the oral religious training of slaves, training which one scholar 
termed “religion without letters .”2 Reverend Dr. Fredrick K.C. Price made the following 
statement in his book Race, Religion and Racism Volume 1: A Bold Encounter With 
Division in the Church: 

The secular arena has no reason to clean up its act, because the Church is acting 
just like it. We are giving the world a bad example because there is so much 
prejudice in the Church. That is why racism can exist in society the way it does. It 
all started when the preachers got into league with the slave owners, and the 
Church sanctioned slavery. That is the reason slavery very could exist - because 
the Church gave its approval for slave owners to practice slavery and call 
themselves Christians. That is a major reason why many people of color have 
called Christianity the slave owners or the white man’s religion and have wanted 
nothing to do with it. But slavery persisted in America for 246 years, because the 
Church as a whole never committed itself to a positive program to end it. Even 
since slavery ended, the Church has acted as if the issues of racial, ethnic and 
color issues were not there .3 

On January 1, 1863, many African Americans believed they had been granted freedom. 
After enduring more than 246 years of slavery and living under the oppression of the 
white slave owners, this Emancipation Day was to be a start of a new beginning. Erom 


1 Love Henry Whelchel Jr., Hell Without Fire (Nashville, TN.- Abingdon Press, 2002), 49-50. 

2 Whelchel Jr., Hell Without Letters, 65-66. 

3 Frederick K. C. Price, Race, Religion and Racism (Los Angeles, CA: Faith One Publishing, 
1999), 14-15. 
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the years of 1863 until 1880, African Americans were elected to hold office as mayors, 
governors, and members of Congress. Congress enacted the first Civil Rights Acts of 
1875, a legislation that: 

Made it a crime for an individual to deny “the full and equal enjoyment of any of 
the accommodations, advantages, facilities, and privileges of inns, public 
conveyances on land or water, theaters and other places of public amusement; 
subject only to the conditions and limitations established by law, and applicable 
alike to citizens of every race and color.” In 1883, the Supreme Court struck down 
the 1875 act, ruling that the 14th Amendment did not give Congress authority to 
prevent discrimination by private individuals. Laws requiring the establishment of 
separate schools for children of each race were most common; however, 
segregation was soon extended to encompass most public and semi-public 
facilities. 4 

Between the 1880s and the 1960s, many American states enforced segregation through 
“Jim Crow” laws (named after a black character in minstrel shows). Legal punishments 
were imposed on people for consorting with members of another race, especially by 
forbidding intermarriages and ordering business owners and public institutions to keep 
their black and white clientele separated.5 On June 7, 1892, Homer Plessy, a man who 
was 7/8 White, seated himself in a Whites’-only compartment. He was challenged by the 
conductor on an East Louisiana Railroad and then arrested and charged with violating the 
state law. In the Criminal District Court for the Parish of Orleans, attorney Albion W. 
Tourgee argued that the law requiring ‘separate but equal accommodations’ was 
unconstitutional. Judge John H. Ferguson ruled against him, after which Plessy applied to 
the State Supreme Court for a writ of prohibition and certiorari. The court upheld the 
state law, but granted Plessy’s petition for a writ of error, enabling him to appeal the case 


4 “Plessy V. Ferguson,” Our Documents, accessed February 21, 2014, 
http://www.ourdocuments.gov/doc.php ?flash=true&doc=52. 

5 “Jim Crow Laws,” National Park Service, accessed February 21, 2014, 
http://www.nps.gov/malu/forteachers/jim_crow_laws.htm. 
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to the Supreme Court. In 1896, Justice Henry Brown of Michigan delivered the majority 
opinion in Plessy v. Ferguson, which sustained the constitutionality of Louisiana’s Jim 
Crow law. Justice Brown said: 

We consider the underlying fallacy of the plaintiffs argument to consist in the 
assumption that the enforced separation of the two races stamps the colored race 
with a badge of inferiority. If this be so, it is not by reason of anything found in 
the act, but solely because the colored race chooses to put that construction upon 
it.. .The argument also assumes that social prejudice may be overcome by 
legislation, and that equal rights cannot be secured except by an enforced 
commingling of the two races.. .If the civil and political rights of both races be 
equal, one cannot be inferior to the other civilly or politically. If one race is 
inferior to the other socially, the Constitution of the United States cannot put them 
upon the same plane.6 

The Civil Rights Movement brought an end to the Jim Crow era in the United States. The 

movement exposed to the American public how discrimination practices towards people 

of color were not in agreement with the constitution of the United States. A court ruling 

and legislation made it possible for people of color to obtain the freedom and opportunity 

to live out the meaning of the preamble of the constitution, which declares that all men 

are created equal and have the right to pursue happiness. After the passage of several 

Civil Rights Acts and the ruling of the Brown versus Topeka Board of Education of 1954, 

people of color gained access into the prestigious colleges, corporate offices, major 

sporting teams, etc., due to this great movement in American history. Although the 

movement did not eliminate discrimination practices, the new policies hold individuals, 

companies, and organizations responsible for providing equal access to all Americans 

regardless of age, sex, gender, color, religious affiliation, and ethnic background. 

While our Constitution does not guarantee minority groups victory in the political 
process, it does guarantee them meaningful and equal access to that process. It 
guarantees that the majority may not win by stacking the political process against 


6 “Plessy V. Ferguson,” Our Documents, accessed February 21, 2014, 
http://www.ourdocuments.gov/doc.php ?flash=true&doc=52. 
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minority groups permanently, forcing the minority alone to surmount unique 
obstacles in pursuit of its goals-here, educational diversity. The way to stop 
discrimination on the basis of race is to speak openly and candidly on the subject 
of race, and to apply the Constitution with eyes open to the unfortunate effects of 
centuries of racial discrimination. Race matters! Race matters in part because of 
the long history of racial minorities’ were being denied access to the political 
process. Race matters to a young man’s view of society when he spends his 
teenage years watching others tense up as he passes, no matter what neighborhood 
he grew up. Race matters to a young woman’s sense of self when she states her 
hometown, and then is pressed, ‘No, where are you really from? The way to stop 
discrimination on the basis of race is to speak openly and candidly on the subject 
of race, and to apply the Constitution with eyes open to the unfortunate effects of 
centuries of racial discrimination.? 

On an annual basis, legislation is passed on the local, state, and national government 
levels that reverses many of the Civil Rights actions. The reversal of Civil Rights actions 
is a sign of discrimination practices that are still breathing and living in the America 
culture. As the practice continues to have life, to a huge surprise, the African American 
churches has remained silent and failed to become vocal on the dismantling of the Civil 
Rights Acts and Affirmative Action programs. In the writer’s eyes, with the church voice 
remaining silent on this important subject matter these unfair practices is sending the 
signal that the African American churches endorses the practices of discrimination. 

In 1981, the first case of AIDS became public, which increased discrimination 
toward another group of people: the gay community. At first the virus affected members 
of the gay community in alarming portions. This resulted in the American Red Cross 
enacting a policy that prohibited gay men from donating any blood in the fear of passing 
on the virus. In 1991, Earvin “Magic” Johnson, the well-known professional basketball 
player, announced his early retirement from the NBA due to being diagnosed as HIV 


7 Ariane de Vogue, “Justice Sonia Sotomayor: Affirmative Action ‘Opened Doors in My Life,’” 
ABC News, accessed April 15, 2014, http;//abcnews.go.com/blogs/politics/2014/04/justice-sonia- 
sotomayor-affirmative-action-opened-doors-in-my-life/@Arianedevogue. 
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positive. In the U. S. Navy, personnel who had tested positive for the virus were removed 
immediately from their assigned ship duty station and reassigned to land (shore) duty. 
These individuals were banned from being assigned to any sea duty for the remainder of 
their naval career. 

Once again, the church took a part in playing a vital role on how having the virus 
was stigmatized. The stigma associated with this virus quickly reminded many Christian 
believers of the treatment of individuals who were affected with leprosy in biblical times. 
These individuals were placed in isolation from their families, friends, co-workers, and 
society in general, and they remained in isolation until the priest was able to declare them 
clean. “The law at that time required that lepers be shunned, which is how some people 
want to treat the AIDS patient,” said the Rev. Cecil F. Murray, senior pastor at 
the African Methodist Episcopal Church in Los Angeles. Rev. Murray continued to say, 
“But Jesus embraced the leper. He healed the leper. So, we have to be very careful about 
the connection we make between sickness and God’s visitation of wrath.”8 Many 
individuals who became infected with the virus were even receiving condemnation from 
members of the religious community. 

According to the World AIDS Day campaign: 

Unfortunately, as is the case in many other sectors, there also have been negative 
and destructive actions by some religious leaders—^pronouncements of judgment, 
dissemination of inaccurate information, promotion of stigma and 
discrimination—and silence. The inability of many faith-based groups to openly 
discuss sexuality and other complexities of HIV and AIDS has prevented 
individuals and families from gaining the information and support they 
desperately need and has added to the stigma and discrimination faced by too 
many people living with or affected by HIV and AIDS.9 


8 T. R. Drummond, “Churches Seen 'Waking Up' to AIDS Issues,” L. A. Times, February 10, 1992. 

9 “What is the HIV RNA Early Detection Tests,” World AIDS Day Campaign, accessed April 14, 
2014, http://www.worIdaidscampaign.org/faith. 
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“Some people feel God is punishing them, but it’s important to help families understand 
that it is not God's will to eause people to die from AIDS,” said Father Niek Christiana, a 
Roman Catholic priest who coordinates the AIDS Chaplaincy program in San Diego, an 
interfaith network that provides spiritual counseling to people affected by the AIDS virus. 
“Basically what we do is listen. Ifs a ministry of presence.”io 

There are many stories of churches refusing to hold funeral services or memorial 
services of individuals whose death was classified as AIDS related due to the mindset of 
the deceased or the person’s having had a same-sex lifestyle. Even with the latest 
research and progress related to the treatment of HIV/AIDS, many churches still continue 
this practice in the twenty-first century. Once again, the church has a golden opportunity 
to curtail the practice of discrimination, but a majority of churches remain silent. The 
discriminatory practice continues every Wednesday or Tuesday evening during Bible 
study, when a pastor refuses to have a dialogue on the HIV/AIDS subject. The bigoted 
practice continues every Sunday morning, as prayers for healing are being offered up to 
those parishioners who are battling other diseases but not for those parishioners living 
daily with the virus that causes AIDS. Amy Nunn, Executive Director of Mississippi 
Faith in Action, states, “Studies show that churches tend to be the backbone of many 
black communities. If we want to do this in a culturally congruent way, we have to 
involve community leaders and do this in a way that makes sense to the black 
community.” 11 


10 Drummond, “Churches Seen 'Waking Up' to AIDS Issues.” 

11 David Heitz, “Battling HIV in the American South,” Healthline Online, accessed May 15, 2014, 
http://www.heaIthIineonIine. 
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There is some progress in the fight to combat the spread of disease with more 
churches have established HIV/AIDS ministries, which help educate and offer other 
services to the community. In the words of Dr. C. Dennis Williams, “HIV/AIDS is not 
just a problem for the local church; it is a global problem that has the capacity to destroy 
the very essence of life .”12 

For more than 400 hundred years, the practice of discrimination has been a thorn 
in our society. Hatred directed at a specific group of people due to the color of their skin, 
sexual orientation, gender, education level, and now because of their health conditions 
goes against the teaching of loving your neighbor as yourselves. Most individuals see the 
church as a refuge or a safe haven to escape the cruelty of the world by seeking solace 
and communing in the presence of God for comfort, strength, and healing; however, this 
chapter revealed how the church has endorsed this form of separation and oppression. 

This chapter provided evidence that the silent voice of church leaders during challenging 
times was a sign of acceptance and not condemnation of this practice against the children 
of God. God made the following statement: “If someone says, T love God,’ but hates a 
fellow believer, that person is a liar, for if we don’t love people we can see, how can we 
love God, whom we cannot see?” (1 Jn 4:20 NLT). Many church leaders and church 
members could be brought up on perjury charges. The evidence is how they express hate 
towards individuals because of their color, education level, gender, sexual orientation, 
and health conditions. Many churches refuse to offer HIV/AIDS education in order to 
prevent the virus from spreading in their communities, even though many of their houses 
of worship are located in the neighborhood with high HIV/AIDS infection rates. What 

12 C. Dennis Williams, An Ecclesiastical Model for HIV/AIDS Ministry (Bloomington, IN: Author 
House, 2010), xi. 
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will it take for the church to realize that HIV/AIDS affects all? Nobody is immune to the 


infection of this virus. Through modern medicine and continuous research projects, the 

virus is no longer seen as a “death sentence,” and the virus is now being labeled as a 

chronic illness; however, the stigma that comes with the virus is still negative. Jean 

Scandlyn wrote an article in the Western Journal of Medicine entitled “When AIDS 

Became a Chronic Disease.” In the article, she states, 

In June 1989, Samuel Broder, then head of the National Cancer Institute, declared 
in a speech at the international AIDS meeting in Montreal, Quebec, that AIDS 
was a chronic illness and that treatment should follow the model of cancer. This 
public statement marked a shift in the social definition of AIDS from an acute to a 
chronic illness, a shift with economic and cultural repercussions for the treatment 
and understanding of AIDS at the national, local, and individual levels. On the 
national level, AIDS as a chronic illness means a shift in the priority it receives in 
national health policy and a growing inequity in how resources for its treatment 
are allocated among the population. Despite initially being seen as confined to 
gay men, once transmission to women, children, and heterosexual men was 
identified, its control was given high priority from public health officials and 
government agencies. People cope with stigma in many ways. Some openly 
declare their diagnosis and challenge those around them to treat them differently. 
Some hide and retreat into a self-imposed isolation. Some may restrict their social 
life to people who are also HIV-positive or who have AIDS. What pervades social 
interaction is that the person with AIDS or HIV infection is expected to manage 
the awkward and difficult emotions that may arise. 13 

Churches and members of the religious community must remember that their voices 

contain power and can influence the world when they speak up and speak on injustice. 

Now is the time for the church to open the dialogue amongst the congregation of how to 

get rid of discrimination in their congregation. Once the dialogue takes place in the 

houses of worship, it will spill over into the community, city councils, and state 

legislatives, and to members of Congress. Individuals should not be treated differently 


13 Jean Scandlyn, “When AIDS Became A Chronic Illness,” Western Journal of Medicine 172, no. 
2 (February 2000); 130-133, accessed September 13, 2013, 
http;//www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/pmc 1070775. 
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because of the color of their skin, age, gender, sexual orientation, or religious beliefs, and 


most importantly, people should not be treated differently because they are living with 
HIV/AIDS. The lyrics written by Michael Jackson and Stevie Wonder say, “We are the 
world. We are the children; we are the ones who can make a brighter day, so let’s start 
giving. There’s a choice we making, we’re saving our own lives. It’s true we’ll make a 
better day, just you and me.” 



CHAPTER FOUR 


THEOLOGICAL FOUNDATIONS 


The church has been referenced as a “hospital.” With this classification, it is 
understood that individuals have the opportunity to bring any sickness to the church in 
order to seek healing. For many years, most hospitals did not deny services from anybody 
regardless of illness or ability to pay for services. After 1981, church administrators 
changed their policies. After the AIDS epidemic came to light, churches at least tacitly 
made the decision to only meet the needs of congregants who are not infected with the 
virus. Thirty-three years later, in many churches throughout the United States and 
throughout the world, this stance remains in place. 

It was understood that HIV/AIDS was the result of a homosexual lifestyle, which 
in the Christian world is an admonition unto God. Several scripture references support 
this belief. Therefore, many people believe this disease is God’s punishment to those 
individuals who made the choice to practice in this alternative lifestyle. However, several 
years later, when a number of new cases represented children, heterosexual women, and 
seniors (both male and female above the age of sixty-five), there was a shift in the 
interpreting of the virus as God’s punishment. What took the place of punishment from 
God was the practice of stigmatization and non-affirming life to people living with the 
virus. 
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The ministry of compassion for those individuals who were infected with this 
terrible disease was not taught or displayed. The spirit of abandonment is ever present 
when a church refuses to open its doors to families who were planning funeral services or 
memorial services for individuals whose death was classified as HIV or AIDS. 

Families would isolate and disassociate themselves from their loved ones because 
of the virus. Even in the midst of being discriminated against and stigmatized by the 
church, people living with HIV/AIDS continue to come to church worship service in 
order to hear God’s word and seek affirmation of God’s loves towards them. On 
Wednesday, October 21, 2014, the Reverend Dr. J. Alfred Smith, Sr., the pastor emeritus 
of Allen Temple Baptist Church in Oakland, California, shared a story with the Growing 
the Church Without Walls Peer Group (a group of Doctor of Ministry students at United 
Theological Seminary in Dayton, Ohio) on how his personal physician made a request to 
meet with him and several other pastors in the Oakland area. During this conversation, 
the doctor stated, “Several of your congregation members’ death was not caused by 
cancer. The family and the deceased used ‘cancer’ as a way to disguise the truth; they 
were infected with HIV/AIDS. To many of these individuals, I served as their physician 
and pastor. To all of you pastors, I am tired of doing your job. I can’t continue to be their 
physician and pastor. I need for each of you to start doing your job.” It was at that 
moment when Dr. Smith made the decision that Allen Temple would create an 
HIV/AIDS ministry. This conversation took place around 1985, and in 1987 the 
congregation supported the recommendation of Pastor Smith to establish an HIV/AIDS 
ministry. Due to the stigma that comes with being infected with HIV/AIDS, many 
individuals have to live a life full of discretion and falsehood in order to shield 
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themselves and their families from negative and judgmental attitudes from a place where 


they should receive the spirit of love and refuge during their time of need. 

This chapter will provide information on the following: (1) a definition of the 
word theology; (2) the theological themes related to the project; (3) the theological issues 
related to the project; (4) the theological relevance of the subject and project; and (5) how 
Liberation Theology is applicable for the project. The chapter will conclude with how 
theology plays a significant role in the treatment and non-treatment of compassion to 
people living with the virus. 

According to Merriam-Webster Dictionary, theology is defined as the study of 
religious faith, practices, and experiences, especially the study of God and the study of 
God’s relations to the world.i Owen C. Thomas and Ellen K. Wondra, noted professors of 
theology, define the word as the following: “Theology is the methodical investigation and 
interpretation of the Content of Christian faith, the orderly clarification and explanation 
of what the Christian message affirms .”2 A person’s theological belief is based on how 
the biblical text is interpreted and resonates from the person’s perspective. However, the 
person’s theological foundation is formed by parents’ teaching, sermons from the pastor, 
and the church’s dogma. The late Dr. Edward L. Smith, professor of theology at the 
Interdenominational Theological Center in Atlanta, Georgia, labels this form of 
theological teaching as embedded theology, stating, “It is the implicit theology that 


1 “Theology,” Merriam-Webster Dictionary, accessed April 21, 2014, http;//www.merriam- 
webster.com/dictionary/theology. 

2 Owen C. Thomas and Ellen K. Wondra, Introduction to Theology (New York, NY: Morehouse 
Publishing, 2002), 1. 
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Christians live out in their work and daily lives. ”3 Embedded theology guides individuals 
throughout their lives. An individual’s theology assists them in making eareer choices, 
making decisions, and most importantly, how judgment is presented upon individuals’ 
relationship with God. Embedded theology allows individuals to open dialogue with 
ministry leaders with these questions: Where is God in my life? Is God truly 
omnipresent? How do I know God is present in my life? As individuals move through 
life’s developmental stages, many of these questions are answered based on more in- 
depth study of the biblical text, which an individual conduct on their own. In some cases, 
individuals gain more understanding of what theology is and how they have applied this 
term in their lives. Oftentimes, as individuals become more studious of the scripture, their 
theology will be confirmed or will be shifted in a different direction. 

Theological Themes Related to the Subject 

The first theological theme that is keeping the church from standing out in front in 
offering compassion to people living with HIV/AIDS is the stigma that the virus is 
caused by homosexuality. In the minds of many devout Christians, homosexuality and 
lesbianism are the worst sins against God that can ever be committed. When the first case 
of HIV/AIDS were revealed, some leaders and members of the Christian community 
believed this disease was “God’s punishment” to individuals who practiced this 
abomination lifestyle. On June 5, 1981, the U.S. Center for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC) published a Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report (MMWR) 


3 Edward L. Smith, The Doctrines of Providence and Revelation: An Introduction to Philosophy 
and Theology: A Series in Postmodern Studies, vol. 6 (Atlanta, GA: The Research Center Press, 2001), 50. 
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describing cases of rare lung infection, pnemocystis carini pneumonia (PCP), in five 

young, previously healthy, gay men in Los Angeles. 

All the men had other unusual infections as well, indicating that their immune 
systems were not working; two had already died by the time the report was 
published. This edition of the MMWR marked the first official reporting of what 
was to become known as the AIDS epidemic. In addition to reports of cases of 
PCP and other opportunistic infections among gay men, the CDC also received 
reports of a cluster of cases of a rare and unusually aggressive cancer, Kaposi’s 
Sarcoma, among a group of gay men in California.4 

AIDS was presented, especially by the American conservative and often Christian right, 

as a deserved punishment for the sexual transgressor. 

Jerry Farwell, an American far-right Christian leader, simply said, “AIDS is the 

wrath of God upon homosexuals .”5 His fellow American conservative Patrick Buchanan 

put it this way, “the poor homosexuals - they have declared war upon Nature and now 

Nature is exacting an awful retribution.”6 Several scriptural references, such as Leviticus. 

18:22; 20:13, 1 Corinthians 6:9; and ITimothy 1:9 were used to justify their 

condemnation of homosexuals. Also, Romans 1:27 says, “Men did shameful things with 

other men, and as a result of this sin, they suffered within themselves the penalty they 

deserved.” For many years, the church refused to deal with its homophobia, and when the 

virus came to the scene, it did not open the door for dialogue to discuss how to overcome 

its fears. Instead, it closed the door to those who are infected with the virus. The church 

fails to realize that it is affected by the impact of this virus in the lives of congregations 


4 “A Timeline of AIDS,” AIDS, accessed March 27, 2014, http://www.aids.gov/hiv-aids- 
basics/hiv-aids-lOl/aids-timeline. 

5 Matt Stearns, “Jerry Falwell: 1933-2007,” McClatchy Newspapers, accessed March 27, 2014, 
http://www. dailypre ss.com. 

6 “Sin, Sex and Science: The HIV/AIDS Crisis,” Michigan State University, accessed March 27, 
2014, http://www.history.msu.edu/hst425/resources/online-essays/sin-sex-and-science-the-hivaids-crisis. 
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and the community that they serve. Reverend Kwabena Rainey Cheeks, a pastor who has 
been HIV positive for fourteen years, says, “When you deal with AIDS you have to deal 
with all of the issues, all of the “isms” of the community... .You can’t touch AIDS and 
not deal with homophobia.”? 

To be honest, the presence of homosexuality and lesbianism did not arrive just 
when HIV/AIDS came onto the scene in 1981. Same-sex gender loving people have been 
active in the church dating back to biblical times. The church allowed same-sex gender 
loving people to actively participate in leadership and other roles in the church. There 
were ministers who would speak harshly against them during their sermons on Sunday, 
but there were ministers who were accepting of same-sex gender loving people. 

However, when the first case of AIDS began to claim the lives of many of their members, 
the wall of discrimination and stigmatization went up in the church. This wall of 
exclusion was erected in order to protect the reputation of the church and to ensure the 
church would not suffer any financial deficit due to having individuals who have a virus 
caused by committing sexual immorality. 

Theological Issues Related to the Subject 

Another issue not to be ignored is sex. For the first ten to fifteen years of the 
HIV/AIDS virus, the primary victims were gay men, but the number of infected became 
women, children, and senior adults over the last fifteen years. One would think this 
would cause the church to have a town hall meeting to discuss in great detail that 
individuals are sexual beings. How can Christian believers accept themselves as sexual 

7 Kelly Brown Douglas, Sexuality and the Black Church: A Womanist Perspective (Maryknoll, 

NY: Orbis Books, 2008), 3. 
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beings? How can Christians learn how to control their sexual desires whether single or 
married? According to the scriptures, there are two main purposes for sex: (1) procreation 
and (2) sexual pleasure. Both of these purposes are under the confines of marriage, based 
on the doctrines of many mainline denominations. The following scriptures support these 
points: Genesis 1:27, Psalms 128:3, and Proverbs 5: 15-19. Kelly Brown Douglas, a 
noted womanist theologian, makes the following statement related to how Christians 
should view sexuality: 

Human sexuality must be viewed as a gift from God. It is not, as spiritualistic 
dualism suggests, a human flaw. Rather it is significant to the human capacity to 
show forth the image of God. Sexuality allows human beings to be in loving 
relationships that are inevitably life-affirming and life-producing. Women and 
men must then know and experience who they are as children of God created in 
God’s own image.8 

When churches can accept the fact that human sexuality is a gift and not a curse, then the 
dialogue on sex and having safe sex can be discussed in the churches. In a report released 
by Child Trends Data Bank, more than one-third of high school students reported being 
sexually active. In 2013, 33% of males in grades nine through twelve reported being 
sexually active and 35% of females in grades of nine through twelve reported being 
sexually active. 9 With this type of information being published, the results show that 
teenagers need to learn how important it is to learn the true meaning and purpose for sex 
from the church and not from peers, television shows, music videos, and other on-the job¬ 
training sites. With proper education and teaching regarding sex, the number of sexually 
transmitted diseases will decrease and especially the number of new HIV/AIDS infection 


8 Douglas, Sexuality and the Black Church, 121. 

9 Child Trends “Sexual Activity Among Teens,” DataBank, accessed May 14, 2014, 
https://www.childtrends.org/indicators/sexual-activity-among-teens. 



71 


cases can be reduced dramatically. In the article entitled Sexuality: Are We Practicing 
What We Are Preaching, counselors Casey T. Tobin, Jenny Duncan, and Courtney Frank 
state the following “What one believes about an issue will influence one’s perception and 
experience with situations related to that issue. When individuals learn about sex, what 
one learns, what one’s attitude toward sex and sexuality are, and the reflection of 
sexuality on one’s behaviors all has personal and professional significance.”lo 

This subject continues to be a silent one in many households. Many parents fail to 
have this deep discussion with their children until one of them becomes pregnant or gets 
someone pregnant. Dr. Phil, a noted television talk show host and licensed counselor, 
penned a book with Dr. John Chirban entitled Plow to Talk with Your Kids about Sex. 
They suggest that parents should begin to have this conversation at an early age, and this 
conversation should be ongoing. Based on their research, kids begin to ask questions 
about their private parts and where babies come from as young as four and five years old. 
These gentlemen recommend that parents start the conversation when the kids ask the 
first question. They advise parents to call to the parts by their medical terms and explain 
the purposes for these body parts. This is what has been missing in many homes. 
Oftentimes, parents want to wait until the kids reach the age of puberty, and in many 
cases, kids have already experienced some form of sexual acts. When this conversation is 
taking place, the talk needs to include a discussion of how sex was created by God and 
the dos and don’ts related to sex. Kids must feel comfortable enough with their parents to 
feel free to ask questions or share information about sex without the fear of being judged 


10 Casey T. Tobin, Jenny Duncan, and Courtney Frank, “Sexuality: Are We Practicing What We 
Are Preaching,” Counseling, accessed October 5, 2013, http://www.counseling.org/articles-are-we- 
practicing-what-we-are-preaching. 
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and punished. The generational cycle of parents not sharing this information needs to be 
broken. There are too many teenage pregnancies, kids being tested positive for sexually 
transmitted diseases, and now too many kids being tested positive for HIV/AIDS. 

Theological Relevance of the Subject 

In most denominations, the subject of sex is based on the biblical interpretation 
that sex was created by God for the purpose of procreation and pleasure between a man 
and a woman. When individuals step outside of this original plan of sexual activity, they 
are labeled as fornicators, adulterators, and even prostitutes based on 1 Corinthians 6:9- 
10 : 

Don’t you realize that those who do wrong will not inherit the Kingdom of God? 
Don’t fool yourselves. Those who indulge in sexual sin, or who worship idols, or 
commit adultery, or are male prostitutes, or practice homosexuality, or are 
thieves, or greedy people, or drunkards, or are abusive, or cheat people—none of 
these will inherit the Kingdom of God. 

Therefore, when HIV/AIDS came onto the scene, the church took on the attitude of Old 
Testament teaching, which was to view these individuals as outcasts. Leviticus chapteers 
thirteen and fourteen provides authoritative procedures in handling individuals who are 
suffering with a serious skin disease. The passage of scripture states they must be 
presented to the priest to determine if the individual is ceremonially clean or unclean. If 
the individual is determined to be unclean, the individual must be quarantined for seven 
days. If the skin has not cleared up, then the individual must remain in quarantine for 
seven additional days. This practice in the Old Testament was used in order to cause 
public judgment upon those individuals who were infected with this disease. The sad 
indictment was that here it was the churches who were forbidding sick individuals from 
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coming to the hospital in order to be healed. In the words of Robin Gill, “Christian 
theology has, sometimes unintentionally, operated in such a way as to reinforce the 
stigma and to increase the likelihood of discrimination.”! i Would God be pleased with 
the action of the church? How would God address this subject matter with individuals on 
Judgment Day? 

Robin Gill defines the word stigma as “the branding or labeling of a person or a 

group of persons as being unworthy of inclusion in human community, and it results in 

discrimination and ostracization.”i 2 African Americans know first-hand how 

discrimination and stigmatization can affect the self-esteem of individuals. This practice 

reduces self-value and self-worth of any individual. When individuals are on the 

receiving end of this practice, they have greater risk of experiencing more health issues 

and begin to walk away from God. According to Gillian Patterson: 

For theology, stigma is first and foremost an ethical issue: it is about truth; and it 
connects with our broad understanding of what it means to be a human being. 
AIDS- related stigmas also invites reflection from the sub-disciplines of 
ecclesiology, missiology and public theology: it has implications for the Church 
as community or communities, its mission in the world, and its role in relations to 
the rest of civil society. It has implications for church history and for biblical 
studies, in that it relates to the attitudes that stem from the tradition of the Church, 
and also to the way scriptures and other texts have been transmitted and 
interpreted. Stigma is also an Christological question, raising issues about 
incarnation, salvation and about what it means for the Church to be “the Body of 
Christ.”i3 


11 Robin Gill, Reflecting Theologically on AIDS: A Global Challenge (London, UK: SCM Press, 
2007), 19. 

12 Gill, Reflecting Theologically on AIDS, 19. 

13 Gillian Patterson, AIDS Related Stigma: Thinking Outside of the Box: The Theological 
Challenge, Geneva, Switzerland: Ecumenical Advocacy Alliance and the World Council of Churches, 
2005), 6. 
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Mr. Patterson addresses an excellent point on how the church answers these questions not 
only on the subject of stigma and discrimination towards individuals who are living with 
the virus but the questions of how the church can provide more positively a response 
towards preventing stigma and discrimination. Based on the information from Gillian 
Patterson, the question also for the church that comes to mind is would Jesus approve or 
disapprove the church’s negative response? Has the church failed to be a place of refuge 
and hope to congregants who are marginalized, least, lost and left out because of their 
health status? Individuals who are living with the virus are searching for answers to the 
Christological question as it relates to their health status. 

How Liberation Theology is Relevant to the Subject 

Robin Gill provides these words regarding the church’s method to combat the 
stigma and discrimination: 

The stigmatization of others is a sin far greater than most of the so-called 
“misdeeds” on which HIV infection is often blamed. After all, the sinful attitudes, 
most frequently identified by Jesus as being incompatible with his Kingdom, were 
pride, self-righteousness, exclusivity, hypocrisy and the misuse of power: all of 
them ingredients in the deadly cocktails that causes stigma. i4 

One of ways to dispel the stigma and discrimination of the virus in the church is to 

change the tone of the rhetoric by offering liberation theology to release the stigma, 

discrimination, fear, and judgment as it relates to HIV/AIDS. 

Liberation theology arose in Latin America after the Second Vatican Council, 

challenging the church and believers to embrace both the cause and the perspective of the 

poor and to fight intractable political and economic injustices identified as “structural 


14 Gill, Reflecting Theologically on AIDS, 20. 
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sin.”i5 Leonardo Buff makes the following statement about liberation theology, “The core 
of liberation theology is profoundly ‘theological’ - that is, rooted in the very nature of 
God. You see, there's an immediate relationship between God, oppression, liberation: 

God is in the poor who cry out. And God is the one who listens to the cry and liberates, 
so that the poor no longer need to cry out.”i6 

In liberation theology the principle is to provide the scripture text in a manner 
that will offer freedom to the listeners who are marginalized, last, lost and the left out. 
Noted theologian Gustavo Gutierrez states, “In liberation theology the way to rational 
talk of God is located within a broader and more challenging course of action: the 
following of Jesus.”i7 People living with HIV/AIDS faced on a daily basis the feeling of 
being alone, due to keeping their status secret from family members, close friends, and 
co-workers. These individuals are battling psychological and sociological issues that are 
associated with the virus. The biggest battle these individuals face is answering the 
theological questions: Where is God in their current situation? Has God forsaken them? 
and Does God still loves them? Genesis 41:51-52 says, “Joseph named his oldest son 
Manasseh, which means, God has made me to forget all of my troubles and everyone 
who is my father’s family. Joseph named his second son Ephraim, for he said, “God has 
made me fruitful in this land of my grief.” Therefore, with liberation theology, the 
message to people living with the virus is that God will allow them to forget all of their 
troubles and to be fruitful in the land living with the virus. Individuals living with the 

15 Eric Frifth, “Charity or Justice? Pope Francis Revisits Liberation Theology,” Dissent Magazine, 
accessed May 11, 2015, http://www.dissentmagazine.org. 

16 Mev Puleo, Struggle Is One: Voices and Visions of Liberation (Albany, NY: State University of 
New York Press, 1994), 166. 

17 Gustavo Gutierrez, A Theology of Liberation (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1988), 4. 
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virus desire to hear from the church that this passage of scripture can be applied to them. 
Luke the eighteenth chapter provides several parables that encourage the reader with two 
major points: (1) instructions to pray always and never give up, and (2) examples of who 
has faith. A sermonic expression would share with individuals who are living with the 
virus to never give up on life and on God. When a person has constant and consistent 
communication with Jesus Christ, he or she will not be alone. He will protect, provide, 
and keep His promises to never forsake those who trust him. Instead of the spirit of 
judgment and condemnation, these kinds of sermonic expressions are needed to usher in 
the ministry of compassion. Clergy and church members must remember that people 
living with the virus are condemning themselves on a daily basis and experiencing 
society’s continuous lack of support. Rev. Dr. James Cone, a noted Black Liberation 
Theologian, says, “When the oppressed are passive and afraid of the struggle of freedom, 
then they must be reminded that the gospel is identical with their liberation from political 
bondage.”i8 Unfortunately, people living with the virus are feeling oppressed by the virus 
first and foremost, then by society, and last but not least, by the church. Rev. Dr. Cone 
strongly expressed the view that “the task of theology is to show the significance of the 
oppressor’s struggle against inhuman powers, relating the people’s struggle to God’s 
intention to set them free. Theologians must make the gospel clear in particular social 
context so that God’s people will know that their struggle for freedom is God’s struggle 

tOO.”l9 


18 James H. Cone, God of the Oppressed (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1997), 89. 

19 Cone, God of the Oppressed, 90-91. 



77 


Mark 1: 40-44 shares how a man with leprosy came to Jesus, requesting that he 

would heal him. Jesus showed compassion by touching him and the man was cleansed 

from his leprosy. Jesus recognized the customs of the area and knew based on the 

Levitical law, if anybody touches someone with leprosy, they are considered to be 

unclean. Jesus disregarded the law and showed compassion. The man came to Jesus with 

a humble spirit and was in need of a healing. Therefore, Jesus took the necessary steps to 

honor the request of the man. Followers of Jesus Christ also should take the necessary 

steps to offer compassion to any member of their congregation, family, social circle, and 

also to strangers. In the words of another liberation theologian. Rev. Dr. Martin Luther 

King, Jr., from a letter he wrote while in a Birmingham jail: 

There was a time when the church was very powerful. It was during that period 
that the early Christians rejoiced when they were deemed worthy to suffer for 
what they believed. In those days the church was not merely a thermometer that 
recorded the ideas and principles of popular opinion; it was the thermostat that 
transformed the mores of society. Wherever the early Christians entered a town 
the power structure got disturbed and immediately sought to convict them for 
being "disturbers of the peace" and "outside agitators." But they went on with the 
conviction that they were “a colony of heaven” and had to obey God rather than 
man. They were small in number but big in commitment. They were too God- 
intoxicated to be “astronomically intimidated.” They brought an end to such 
ancient evils as infanticide and gladiatorial contest. 

Things are different now. The contemporary church is so often a weak, ineffectual 
voice with an uncertain sound. It is so often the arch supporter of the status quo. 
Far from being disturbed by the presence of the church, the power structure of the 
average community is consoled by the church's often vocal sanction of things as 
they are. 

But the judgment of God is upon the church as never before. But the judgment of 
God is upon the church as never before. If the church of today does not recapture 
the sacrificial spirit of the early church, it will lose its authentic ring, forfeit the 
loyalty of millions, and be dismissed as an irrelevant social club with no meaning 
for the twentieth century. I meet young people every day whose disappointment 
with the church has risen to outright disgust. 20 


20 Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from the Birmingham Jail,” U. S. Crossier, accessed May 15, 
2015, http://www.uscrossier.org/pullias/wp-content/uploads/2012/06/k;ing.pdf. 
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This letter was referencing the fight for civil and equal rights during the late 1950s and 
early 1960s. Almost sixty years later, the same message in King’s letter is applicable for 
churches today as they uphold the stigmatization, discrimination, and exclusion to people 
living with HIV/AIDS. 


Conclusion 

In the biblical narrative of Naaman, which can be found in the fifth chapter of 
Second Kings, it is told how Naaman was one of the most respected and successful army 
generals, but he had leprosy. According to the Levitical Law, Naaman was supposed to 
be isolated from his family, soldiers, and society in general until he was deemed clean by 
the priest. At the urging from one of his servants, Naaman went to the king; however, the 
king felt the presence of Naaman was a set-up by the king’s enemy. When Elisha heard 
of the situation, he requested for Naaman to come to him. When Naaman arrived to 
Elisha’s house, instead of Elisha coming to the door, Elisha’s servant or armor bearer 
came and handed Naaman with a message from Elisha. The message was for Naaman to 
go and wash in the Jordan River seven times. After receiving the message from the armor 
bearer, Naaman became angry. Arguably, Naaman felt disappointed that the man of God 
did not come to door to speak to him. Naaman believed that because of his health status, 
the prophet did not want to be associated with him and also did not want to be labeled 
unclean. Thousands of years later, many men and women of God failed to come to the 
door of the church to greet people living with HIV/AIDS. 

History repeats itself. Eirst, the church failed to speak out in support of justice for 
people of color during the period of slavery, Jim Crow, and other discriminatory 
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practices. Then, for more than thirty years, many churches refused to take a social and 
political stand on the fight of preventing the spread of HIV/AIDS. Due to the silence of 
the church on this serious pandemic issue, many parishioners sit in the pews hiding their 
status because of the fear of experiencing discrimination. The church continues to 
provide a place of refuge for those individuals living with other conditions but fails to 
include in their altar call prayer requests to God to heal those people living with the virus. 
Until the church takes the responsibility to follow Jesus’ teaching as it relates to 
providing ministry of compassion and affirmation of God’s love, it will continue to miss 
the mark and fail to truly receive the full blessings from God. 



CHAPTER FIVE 


THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS 


When people are informed that their blood test reveals HIV or AIDS, their lives 
are changed forever. Many questions crowd the individual’s mind; Are the test results 
correct? Can another test be taken for accuracy? How will I share this news with my 
spouse/significant other? What am I going to do? Can this really be happening to me? 
God, why me? As they leave the doctor’s office, the physician may present them with 
counseling information, but the individuals are left to start a new chapter in their lives on 
their own. As the news sinks into their minds and thoughts, they must decide who to tell 
first? Will they tell their significant other? Will they share this information with their best 
friend or a family member? Or would they tell their pastor or spiritual advisor? Once they 
have made a decision to share this information, the next decision is what type of 
counseling care is available to help them cope with this dramatic and life-changing 
revelation. From this moment, how they proceed and to whom they turn for this type of 
care will have a lasting impact on their lives. For the right type of counseling care can 
encourage an individual to look at the diagnosis in a positive manner and not as a death 
sentence. A wrong counseling care session can steer an individual into a downward spiral 
of hopelessness. 

In many instances, when individuals are wrestling with the vicissitudes of life, 
they seek guidance, counseling, and solace. In the African American culture, people have 
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been taught to bring these concerns to God in prayer and to the elders of the church. For 
generations, the fellowship of the church has served as an extended family and most 
importantly, as the place where people are accepted and loved regardless of their issues. 
However, since the arrival of the virus, the church has turned its head and closed its ears 
to the concerns and supplications of those individuals who are living with the virus. This 
lack of concern and compassion to these groups of people has caused people living with 
the virus to question their faith in God and doubt the sincerity of the church’s objectives. 

The goal of this chapter is to look at how other congregations and disciplines 
provide compassion and ministry to those individuals who are living with the virus. This 
research will look at the historical, biblical, and theological approach of these ministries 
and disciplines both in the United States and in Africa. 

Theoretical Foundation in Ministry Practices 

Churches exist in virtually all communities and are often valued as trusted sources 
of information and guidance. In many cases, churches’ actions have been a catalyst for 
positive social changes (e.g., abolition, civil rights). Churches deliver a wide range of 
services to their congregants and surrounding communities including direct delivery of 
counseling, transportation, and other services as well as information related to 
employment, housing, finances, and health care. While churches are clearly important 
social services providers, many churches have operated at times in ways that have 
stigmatized a variety of conditions either through their overt condemnation of groups or 
behaviors or through non-actions. For example, many churches’ initial response to HIV 
was to attribute it to homosexuality and social decay. Over the last two decades, many 
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churches have begun providing a variety of HIV/AIDS-related services. At the same 
time, however, moral codes and beliefs about sin have limited some churches’ 
involvement in HIV prevention and care.i 

Grace Ministries was formed from the project conducted by Rev. C. Dennis 
Williams, D. Min., during his tenure as Senior Pastor of Bethel African Methodist 
Episcopal Church in San Diego, California. This ministry has been in operation for 
eleven years. This ministry served as non-judgmental, confidential, discreet, and 
compassionately spiritual hope filled place. It is an action place where people are 
important and valued and will serve as a location that will provide vital links between 
care facilities, private and public social services as well as HIV/AIDS programs 
nationally, statewide, and locally. This ministry will provide young people with 
HIV/AIDS education and encourage them to maintain a responsible sexual attitude 
regarding STD’s, recreational drug use, and alcohol through its Safe Youth Program. 

This ministry provides a safe place where myths, misinformation, and other issues related 
to HIV/AIDS were discussed openly while being church sensitive, including all forms of 
transmissions, prevention, and safe practices. Another area of Grace Ministries is Richard 
Place, a place that provides apartments for individuals with HIV/AIDS. The following 
services are offered to residents at Richard Place: individual counseling, peer-to-peer 
counseling, and mealtime program. 2 


1 Shayna Cunningham et al., “The Role of Strueture Versus Individual Ageney in Churehes’ 
Responses to HIV/AIDS: A Case Study of Baltimore City Churches,” Journal of Religion and Health 50, 
no. 2 (June 2011): 408-409. 

2 C. Dennis Williams, An Ecclesiastical Model for HJV/AIDS Ministry (Bloomington, IN; Author 
House, 2010), 49. 
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Saddleback Church in California, where Rick and Kay Warren serve as pastors, 

has a strong HIV/AIDS initiative, and they encourage other churches to participate in the 

fight to curtail this pandemic. They use the letters of church to represents six steps in 

which a church can engage in prevention, treatment, care, and support. 

C - Care For Support the Sick. Under the Care component includes offering 
training on HIV 101 and other latest resources concerning the virus. Start a 
support group for those who are living with the virus and finally create a CARE 
Team, which would serve as a one-one buddy person to those who are living with 
the virus. 

H - Handle HIV Testing and Counseling - provide HIV testing to the 
congregation and community at large. 

U - Unleash A Volunteer Force - build a volunteer force who would be willing to 
help ministers to the needs and cares of people who are living with the virus. 

R - Remove the Stigma and discrimination that is associated with the virus. An 
individual who is living with the virus should never be asked how they become 
infected with the disease. But how can we help you? 

C - Champion Healthy Behavior by educating on healthy sexual behavior with 
the emphasis on spiritual abstinence. Also how they can live a drug free life. 

H - Help with HIV Medication Distribution by offering pre-treatment 
preparation, treatment education and adherence support for the entire family .3 

The Allen Temple Baptist Church AIDS Ministry of Oakland, California, a faith-based 

organization, seeks to combat the fear, prejudice, and lack of knowledge that surrounds 

HIV/AIDS by providing critical medical and social services, as well as prevention 

awareness education. The ministry was established in 1987. The ministry created the 

following programs: Prevention awareness education. Prayer and spiritual guidance. 

Medical treatment and life-saving HIV/AIDS anti-retroviral medication, and Living and 

Social Services. The ministry focuses on overall solutions to reduce the trends of higher 

infection rates amongst African Americans and Sub Saharan Africans, increase 

awareness and combat HIV/AIDS stigmatism, sustain the lives of people living with 


3 Kay Warren, “HIV/AIDS Initiative Saddleback Church; What Every Church can do for People 
Living with HIV and AIDS,” Kay Warren, aceessed May 21, 2015, http://kaywarren.eom/hiv. 
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HIV/AIDS, and expand the reach of services through leadership development 
opportunities that encourage other churches to create HIV/AIDS ministries. Their efforts 
focus deeply and solely on two geographic areas of the world presently in crisis: East 
Oakland, California, and Zimbabwe, Africa. Locally, in East Oakland and surrounding 
communities the ministry provides HIV/AIDS medical and social services and prevention 
awareness education to people at risk, especially high-risk youth and young adults. 
Internationally, in Zimbabwe they provide HIV/AIDS medical treatment, life-saving 
HIV/AIDS anti-retroviral medication, and prevention awareness education to Africans in 
grave need, as well as essential living support to orphaned children .4 

The biblical principle that resonates with the aforementioned ministry is the 
Matthew 25:31-46 pericope, where Jesus speaks on the Einal Judgment, stating that the 
way people treat others (even “the least of these”) will be the criterion of judgment. 

Theoretical Foundation in Other Disciplines 

In addressing the issue of removing stigma and discrimination associated with 
HIV/AIDS, the positions of other denominations were reviewed. The main websites of 
the National Baptist Convention, USA; the Progressive National Baptist Convention; the 
Presbyterian Church, USA; the Church of God In Christ; and the United Church of Christ 
were reviewed, hoping to find official statements on how they are addressing the 
HIV/AIDS pandemic. Unfortunately, the aforementioned denominations either have not 
developed a plan of action or have not posted the statements on their websites. The 
National Alliance of State and Territorial AIDS Directors issued in 2011 a guide entitled, 

4 “Allen Temple Baptist Chureh AIDS Ministry,” Allen Temple, aecessed May 21, 2015, 
http://www.allen-temple.org. 
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“United in Battling HIV/AIDS: A Guide to Understanding How Faith Communities Can 


Make a Difference.” The first statement in the guide states: 

Churches and faith communities are well positioned to impact and promote 
healthy behaviors and prevent the further spread of HIV/AIDS. This is in part due 
to a long tradition of service, compassion and support provided by churches to 
underserved communities and the indigent, including those that may be at 
increased risk for acquiring HIV/AIDS. Barriers that sometime prohibit faith 
communities from addressing HIV/AIDS include issues related to stigma, 
sexuality and/or condom use. Yet, the faith community remains a practical setting 
for health promotion interventions. Research has shown that minorities tend to 
access care late in the illness process and are more likely to become connected to 
care in familiar locations like the Church rather than traditional medical settings. 
The role of the Church as a trusted safe haven, resource and caregiver has long 
been documented. This fact sheet attempts to provide necessary information, 
guidance and resources for faith communities to initiate, or enhance existing, 
health and HIV/AIDS activities or programs.5 

In 2010, the Presbyterian Church USA adopted during their 219th General Assembly a 

report entitled, “Becoming an HIV and AIDS Competent Church: Prophetic Witness and 

Compassionate.” In the report, the denomination’s Advisory Committee on Social 

Witness Policy addressed the HIV/AIDS pandemic in the United States and globally. The 

report addressed the issue on how the denomination had played a role in offering 

compassion and being the voice of support from the onset of the disease. However, the 

denomination recognizes the need to be more compassionate as an organization and also 

encourages local churches to become more active in the fight to curtail this pandemic. 

The committee recommends that the denomination participate in a program known as the 

HIV-competent church program. The HIV-competent church is a program that was 

created by the World Council of Churches (WCC). HIV-competent churches are called to 

develop institutional and theological capacity in a socially, relevant, inclusive. 


5 “United in Battling HIV/AIDS: A Guide to Understanding How Faith Communities Can Make a 
Differenee,” National Allianee of State and Territorial AIDS Direetors, aeeessed May 21, 2015, 
http://www.nastad.org/. 
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sustainable, and collaborative way that reduces the spread of HIV, improves the lives of 
the infected and affected, mitigates the impact of HIV, and ultimately restores hope and 
dignity.6 However, the program does not target providing a theological praxis on how 
God’s love affirms those individuals who are living with the virus. The program is 
similar to other HIV/AIDS ministry programs that provide education, medication 
distribution, and prevention. The report mentioned providing a safe place for people who 
are living with the virus; however, the content fails to address key theological questions 
of concerns (Is God still present in my life? Does God still love me? Has God abandoned 
me? Will my illness preclude me from inheriting the Kingdom of God?). 

Other national organizations are fighting the cause to eliminate the spread of this 
disease. These organizations also are pushing for local, state, and federal legislation and 
offering programs for community of faith and other social services who work closely 
with individuals who are living with HIV/AIDS. One African American National 
organizations is the National Black Leadership Commission on AIDS, Inc. (NBLCA), 
which is described as: 

The oldest and largest non-profit organization of its kind in the United States. Our 
mission is to educate, mobilize, and empower black leaders to meet the challenge 
of fighting HIV/AIDS and other health disparities in their local communities. 
Working with a broad spectrum of community leaders, including clergy, public 
officials, medical practitioners, and those in business, civic, social policy, and the 
media, NBLCA achieves its mission through capacity-building training; technical 
assistance; education; policy and advocacy; screening, testing, and referrals; 
research and evaluation; resource development; and leadership development.? 


6 Presbyterian Church USA, “Becoming an HIV and AIDS Competed Church; Prophetic Witness 
and Compassionate Action Comprehensive Study,” The Office of the General Assembly, 2011, accessed 
May 25, 2015, https://www.presbyterianmission.org/wp-content/uploads/2-aids-policy-2010.pdf. 

7 “Mission of The National Blaek Leadership Commission on AIDS, Inc.,” National Black 
Leadership Commission on AIDS, Inc., accessed April 15, 2015, http;//www.nblca.org/learn-about-nblca- 
2 /mission/. 
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Another organization is the Balm In Gilead, Inc., an organization that develops 
educational and training programs specifically designed to meet the unique needs of 
African American and African congregations that strive to become community centers 
for health education and disease prevention. The Balm In Gilead is known throughout 
Africa and the United States for its insightful understanding of religious cultures and 
values and extraordinary ability to build strong, trusted partnerships with faith 
communities. With these unique partnerships. The Balm In Gilead has been entrusted to 
build the capacity of national faith structures to utilize their existing tentacles that reach 
into every urban center and rural village to deliver comprehensive health services.8 

One of its major initiatives is the African American Denominational Leadership 
Health Initiative (AADLHI). In March 2005, The Balm In Gilead launched AADLHI in 
partnership with the National Women’s Missionary Societies of the African Methodist 
Episcopal Church (AME); the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church (AME Zion); 
and the Christian Methodist Episcopal Church (CME). The Balm In Gilead’s decision to 
engage the national leadership of the women’s missionary societies was determined by 
the thinking and knowledge that African American women are at high risk for 
HIV/AIDS, cervical cancer, and far too many other health disparities. The three historical 
Black Methodist denominations were chosen because of their long-standing commitment 
to social change through education, social justice, and determination. The Women’s 
Missionary Societies of these three denominations have historically anchored the 
Christian movement for over four centuries within the United States and abroad. This 
partnership represents the first time that African American church denominations have 

8 “Mission of The Balm in Gilead,” The Balm in Gilead, accessed March 13, 2015, 
http://www.balmingilead.org/index.php/about/about-the-balm.html. 
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joined with a non-governmental organization to strengthen its internal organizational 
structures for the purpose of engaging the denomination at every level in the provision of 
health education, service, and compassionate support. The Balm In Gilead provides on¬ 
going training and technical support in the appointment and capacity development of 
health coordinators at every level of church governance to ensure the full engagement 
and provision of quality health education and disease prevention interventions to 
everyone. 

The AADLHI seeks to develop and implement a sustainable health education and 
service delivery system within each denomination to address the challenges of 
HIV/AIDS, cervical cancer, and other health disparities disproportionately affecting 
African Americans. The main objectives of this initiative are: 

1. Enhance and strengthen the capacity of each denomination to establish an Office 
of Health within the national headquarters of the national women's missionary 
society that will support the full engagement of the church at all levels of 
governance, including the local church. 

2. Enhance and strengthen the capacity of each Episcopal district of the AME, AME 
Zion and CME denominations to support the engagement of local churches in 
developing an effective and appropriate response to HIV/AIDS, cervical cancer 
and other health disparities within their congregations and communities. 

3. Provide training and technical support to the leadership of the national missionary 
societies that will strengthen their capacity to provide and coordinate strategic 
planning, training, implementation and evaluation of health education and service 
interventions at the Episcopal and presiding elder district levels and throughout 
the entire denominational membership. 

4. Provide training and technical support at the Episcopal and presiding elder district 
levels that will empower and support the ability of the leadership and laity to 
effectively engage and implement health service delivery interventions at the local 
church and community level. 9 


9 “Objective of The Balm in Gilead,” The Balm in Gilead, accessed March 13, 2015, 
http://www.balmingilead.org/index.php/health-disparities-sub/health-disparities-initiatives/african- 
american-denominational-leadership-health-initiative/goals-a-objectives.html. 
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Summary 

It has been more than thirty years since the world was introduced to an illness 
known as Human Immunodeficiency Virus and Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome. 
According to the World Health Organization, an estimated more than thirty-nine million 
have died since the first case was reported in 1981, and one point five million have died 
since of AIDS-related cases in 2013. lo The church has made some progress in addressing 
this pandemic that has no respect of persons regardless of age, gender, and ethnicity. The 
same WHO report states that approximately thirty-five million people world-wide are 
living with the virus, which means that these individuals may have reached the comfort 
level of sharing their status to family, friends, and church members. However, many of 
these individuals may be afraid to share their status in fear of being stigmatized and 
experiencing discrimination. 

Although there are non-profit organizations who have taken the responsibility of 
providing resources and programs to communities in order to fight this war, these 
organizations cannot do this alone. From the beginning of time, the church has been the 
catalyst and leading force in offering social services and being the epicenter of meeting 
the needs of the community. These needs exceed the spiritual and include, but are not 
limited to education, politics, social justice, finance and psychology. The sad indictment 
on the church is the failure to include in their Christian Education curriculums the 
teaching of dispelling stigmatization and discrimination to people who are living with the 
virus. Until the church addresses these practices of separation and judgment, the church 

10 “Global HIV/AIDS Overview,” AIDS.gov, accessed May 5, 2015, http://www.aids.gov/federal- 
resources/around-the-world/global-aids-overview/. 
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will continue to lose eredibility. The ehureh’s relevanee in the twenty-first century 
society is being questioned by individuals who are living with the virus and by those 
individuals who do not participate actively with the church. When the church loses its 
relevance in the community, the effectiveness of the church is in question. 

Individuals who are living with the virus ask on a daily basis the theological 
question, “Where is God?” as they wrestle with the deeision to live or to die, because of 
their positive status. Theoretically, society would prefer to have all individuals who are 
living with the virus to be placed on the Isle of Patmos, not because of their support of 
Jesus Christ, but as a form of punishment. These individuals are wrestling with 
physiological, sociological, and psychological issues as well. While trying to keep all of 
these thoughts in the correct compartments, they begin to search for answers, guidance, 
and understanding. Dr. G. Martin Young discussed having this type of wrestling match in 
his book. The Insanity of Theology, where he described how he was sitting at a table for 
five. 


He was sitting in chair #1, sitting in chair #2 was a seminary professor where she 
is asked three questions: (1) What does theology really say; (2) What does 
theology really mean and (3) What does God want displayed in our theological 
lives; chair #3, was Howard Thurman holding his book, A Creative Encounter, 
where Thurman shared how what we as believers encounter with God is special 
and in some cases, creative; chair #4, was his inner thoughts and sitting directly 
in front of him was the Interrogator.” ii 

The same type of interrogation Dr. Young was experiencing, individuals who are living 
with the virus are experiencing on a daily basis. The partieipants in some individuals’ 
interrogation table could include in chair #1, the individual who is living with the virus; 
chair #2, inner thoughts; chair #3, society who would like to have them isolated; chair #4, 


11 G. Martin Young, The Insanity of Theology (Chicago, IL: MMGI Books, 2015), 11-12. 
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the church that is offering condemnation and judgment, and chair #5, the interrogator. 
Only the church can silence society and direct the line of questioning from the 
interrogator from a negative standpoint to a positive thinking assessment. 



CHAPTER SIX 


PROJECT ANALYSIS 

The ministry of compassion for those individuals who are infected with this 
terrible disease was not taught or displayed. Many churches refuse to open their doors to 
families planning funeral services for their loved ones, because of fear of condoning the 
act of homosexuality. Families would isolate and disassociate themselves from their 
loved ones because of the virus. Even in the midst of being discriminated against and 
stigmatized by the church, people living with HIV/AIDS continue to come to church 
worship services in order to hear God’s word and seek affirmation of God’s love towards 
them. 

The aim of this project is to create a ministry model based on research data, for 
the congregants of Metropolitan Missionary Baptist Church, other churches, and faith 
based organizations, including: (1) how people living with HIV/AIDS are being 
stigmatized and discriminated against in the church; and (2) how to create an atmosphere 
of affirmation for individuals living with the virus by using a scriptural praxis. 

God’s presence was evident throughout the development of this project, giving 
affirmation and confirmation that this project will transform the lives of individuals who 
are living daily with the virus. Early doubts about the validity of the project were 
overcome as the concept of the project was shared with individuals such as pastors. 
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laypersons and people who are living with the virus, all of whom welcomed the idea and 
expressed the need for the project for members of the religious community. 

Methodology 

The research design uses triangulation of survey results and personal stories. 

Three specific groups participated in the survey portion of the research. One group 
consisted of clergy who were serving as senior pastors of congregations throughout the 
United States of America. The second group consisted of laypersons of Metropolitan 
Missionary Baptist Church and other individuals who may or may not have been active 
members of an organized church. The last group consisted of individuals who were living 
with HIV/AIDS. The personal stories came from individuals who were living with the 
virus. 

A ten-question survey was used to gather information from three groups of 
respondents, including knowledge of HIV/AIDS, diagnostic status, and attitudes and 
perceptions concerning the virus and its effects on people. The survey results were 
analyzed for use in creating a ministry model. Although the project design included use 
of a focus group to aid in understanding the responses to the surveys, upon 
implementation the survey results were found to be clear; therefore, the plan was changed 
to omit the step of discussion and analysis by a focus group. 

Implementation 

On August 10, 2015, three author-created surveys were placed on a Survey 
Monkey website. Each of these surveys had ten questions. Some of responses on these 
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surveys required the participant to answer by using these methods: (1) multiple choice, 

(2) true or false, (3) yes or no and provide a brief written statement. Closed groups on 
Facebook were used to elicit participation in the study. On Facebook there are hundreds 
or even thousands of closed groups. The purpose for a group on Facebook is to allow 
individuals to network with others with similar interests. In these groups many discussion 
take place relating to current events, organizational policies, and other topics. In order to 
become a member of a specific group, the administrator of the group or an authorized 
member must grant an individual with permission. As the survey was posted on a specific 
group’s Facebook page, each participant was asked to answer the questions without 
providing any personal information. 

The pastor’s survey was posted on the following groups of pastors who represent 
various denominations and non-denominations. The congregations’ membership ranged 
from fifty to 1,000. At least fifty responses from members of clergy representing in these 
groups were sought. The survey was posted on the group’s Facebook pages from August 
10, 2015, until September 21, 2015. Fifty-seven pastors participated in the survey. The 
groups to which the document was posted were: 

1. Alpha in Ministry - comprised of 171 pastors and clergy who are members of 
Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Inc. 

2. Preachers - comprised of 318 members of clergy who are based in the 
Commonwealth of Kentucky. 

3. Preaching Roundtable - comprised of twenty-six members of clergy and 
pastors from across the United States of American. 

4. Ecumenical Conversations - comprised of 1,700 members of clergy and 
pastors. This group is represented by various ethnic groups and sexual 
orientation. 
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5. Morehouse School of Religion Alumni - comprised of seventy-five members 
of clergy and pastors who are alumnus of Morehouse School of Religion at 
the Interdenominational Theological Center. 

6. United Theological Seminary Growing The Church Without Walls and 
Effecting Preaching/Stewardship Peer group - comprised of seventeen 
members of pastors who are students in the Doctor of Ministry program at 
United Theological Seminary. 

The second target audience was laypersons, every day individuals who may be member 
of a church or who are not members of any organized religious sect. Fifty responses were 
sought from this group. The survey was posted on Facebook from August 10, 2015 - 
September 6, 2015. Fifty-four responses were received. The survey was posted on the 
following: 

1. Justin Shamell’s Facebook page - contains over 2,000 friends. 

2. Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Inc. Iota Fambda Chapter membership via email. 

3. Metropolitan Missionary Baptist Church membership via email 

The third target audience consisted of individuals who are living with HIV/AIDS. At 
least fifty responses were sought, hoping for diverse representation including: male, 
female, straight, same-gender loving, African Americans, Caucasians, Hispanic, Native 
Americans and other ethnic groups. The survey was posted from August 10, 2015 - 
September 21, 2015. Forty individuals in this group completed the survey, which was 
posted on the following Facebook pages: 

1. International Place for people with HIV/AIDS, and the people - this closed 
group contains more than 13,000 members who are from across the world. 

2. Straight Poz Men and Women - comprised of 942 heterosexual men and 
women who are either HIV positive or has been medically classified as living 
with AIDS. 
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Personal Stories 

Personal stories of individuals who are living with HIV or AIDS are included to 
provide a description of the lived experiences of people affected by the virus. The 
individuals were asked to tell their stories, regardless of whether they had shared their 
positive status with their pastor and church family. If they had shared their status, they 
were asked about how the pastor and church family had supported them. Those who had 
not disclosed their status were invited to share about that as well. Listed below are their 
stories. 


38-year-old African-American male - It was a cold day in December in 2004. It 
was exactly on the 15th day of December, which was my 27th birthday! I thought 
this was going to be a great day full of celebration until I received a phone call 
from my primary care physician. My doctor informed me that my blood test has 
shown positive results for HIV. Receiving this type of news was pure devastation 
for me.. .again so I thought. Life as I knew it was no more. Fast forwarding to 
2010,1 decided after much prayer and fasting to speak with my pastor. During our 
conversation, I shared with him of my health status of being tested positive for 
HIV. I am a member of congregation where the membership is around two - three 
thousand people. It is at this congregation where I serve as an Associate Minister. 
Therefore, I was extremely nervous on sharing my status with him. In my 
conversation, I also mentioned to him of my desire to share my positive status to 
the Single Ministry in which I actively participated in. The sole purpose behind 
making the announcement was merely to show that “One doesn’t look like what 
one is going through,” meaning to show the church that HIV has many different 
looks and to kill the stigma that the church has held towards individuals who are 
HIV positive. Not all individuals who are HIV positive look sick; look like 
they’re dying, but they are living healthy and simple lives as normal human 
beings. I simply used my status as a platform to educate my church. The response 
that I received from my church was overwhelmingly filled with nothing but Love, 
Hugs and many tears! 

Sharing my positive status with my pastor and church family helped me more 
than it helped them. By sharing this information, it gave me a sense of liberation 
and release from the bondage of judgment and fear of being abandoned. It has 
been five years since I shared my news with my pastor and church family. I 
continue to receive much love and support from them; however, many members 
stop participating in the single ministry because of being afraid of being 
associated with an individual who is HIV positive. It’s hurtful to see that the 
stigma of being surrounded with individuals who are living with the virus. In 
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closing, I will say until the “Black Church” face the reality of the affeets/effects 
HIV/AIDS has on the church, the stigma and discrimination against people who 
are living with HIV/AIDS will remain present and people who are living with the 
virus will remain silent and suffer in pain. The church members needs to have 
more educated on how to empowered and express love to individuals who are 
living with the virus, whether these individuals be heterosexual or same-gender 
loving. I just happen to be a preacher who is HIV positive. HIV doesn’t have me, 
but I have it. 

40-year-old African-American male: My experience coming out positive was a 
pleasant one. I found out my status in September of 1995. At that point I didn’t 
belong to any church. A few months later I united with a Baptist Church here in 
Atlanta that wasn’t affirming so I didn’t feel comfortable discussing my status 
with anyone there. I attended that church for five years off and on until I met my 
current partner and he invited me to Bible study at his church which was an 
affirming church. It just so happens that I knew the pastor’s partner from many 
years before that. The pastor’s partner also did a lot of work in HIV/AIDS 
prevention and treatment. He, I and my partner were talking, and I shared my 
status to him. At that point our ministry didn’t have an HIV/AIDS ministry so 
together we started one at the church. We had several meetings where people 
who were dealing with HIV/AIDS and those who were affected by the disease in 
anyway attended. We also have speakers come and address the congregation on 
World AIDS day each year. The ministry was operative for three years, until the 
ministry was dissolved. Although I still feel that the subject is taboo. Even in a 
congregation where a high percentage of members are same-gender loving and 
where the pastor and most of the leadership are same-gender loving, there is a 
lack of interest to provide education on the subject of HIV/AIDS and help dispel 
the stigma and discrimination of the virus in the church. In my opinion people 
would rather focus on prosperity rather than healing or prevention. 

56-year-old Caucasian female (Cape Town South Africa): I was divorced for ten 
years when I met my late husband. We met in January of 2008 and were married 
in June of 2008. At the time of our union, he was twelve years my senior. In 2010, 
after returning from a holiday trip, my husband became sick. He was losing 
weight drastically from March to June with no reason. He went to the hospital in 
attempt to diagnose the reason for the weight lost. After several tests being 
performed on my husband, the doctor informed me that my husband test results 
revealed the presence of Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome. At the time of 
the diagnoses, his CD4 count was as low as 4.1 had to disclose the results to my 
husband. He first denied the results. After taking him home, he refused to take 
any of the medication. I took care of him for the best of my ability for eleven 
years until his transition. After his death in 2011,1 came to learn that my blood 
test result shows the presence of the HIV antibodies. 

After learning the news of his health status, I shared the news with our friends and 
family. Unfortunately, many of our friends disassociated themselves from us in 
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fear and lack of knowledge of how the virus is transmitted. Another reason why 
they kept their distance from us is because of the stereotype and stigma that 
comes with the virus. In 2012, my son was killed in an automobile accident, 
which has caused me additional hurt and pain. I am in an area where medical 
treatment is hard to obtain and is very expensive. 

My husband and I went to church weekly but it felt like people came to church 
just to see how a person infected with AIDS looks like and wasn’t concern about 
how we were feeling. Each Sunday after leaving church, we felt that the pastor 
and congregation didn’t care about us. Prior to my husband’s death, we stopped 
attending church. I continue to read my Bible daily, but I have not return to any 
church building. 

30-year-old African-American female: She found out she was HIV positive in 
February 2009. She had rarely spoken with her Bishop or Pastor (who is husband 
and wife) of the church. She had only been a member of the congregation for a 
few months when she received her diagnosis. One day, she finally gained the 
courage to call the Bishop to share her health status. Upon sharing the news with 
the Bishop, to her surprise he immediately told her it would work out fine and 
HIV would not kill her. To receive this type of encouragement and support from 
her spiritual leader was uplifting. After the initial conversation between the 
Bishop and her, they did not discuss it much; however the Bishop allowed her to 
be a liaison for an HIV and health ministry. One year later the Bishop was 
convicted by the Spirit of God to allowed members in the HIV and Health 
ministry to share their stories before the congregation during an Sunday early 
morning worship services. The Bishop has embraced members of the 
congregation who are living with HIV/AIDS. He feels that a pastor that does not 
openly accept those who are living with the virus has a selfish heart. 


Focus Group Session 

In the proposed project plan, the author was planning to create a focus group 
session. This group was to be comprised of members of Metropolitan Missionary Baptist 
Church, consisting of a representation of the following generational groups: Baby 
Boomers, Generation X, and Millennials. Focus group members were to review each 
survey from the three targeted audiences to discussion the responses and how each 
response addresses the project subject. In the proposed project plan, the focus group 
would meet once a week for six weeks. Prior to the focus group session, each member 
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would have been asked to take the survey for laypersons and review the surveys for 
pastors and individuals who are living with the virus. During group session, they were to 
have an open dialogue on the following: 

1. Responses from all three distributed surveys 

2. Discussed how the biblical scriptures can be used to provide a theological 
praxis on the subject matter. 

3. Discussed how the suggested ministry model created by the author would or 
would not be effective at Metropolitan Missionary Baptist Church or any 
other church and faith-based organization. 

4. Draft a ministry model based on recent discussions from surveys and focus 
group’s meeting session. 

5. Take a post focus group session survey. 

During the implementation portion of the project, a decision was made not to carry out 
the focus group session. After reviewing the responses from each of the surveys, the 
required information to complete the project was considered sufficient. A focus group 
session with the members of the Metropolitan Missionary Baptist Church can be 
conducted in the future. When this group session convenes, it will be the goal of this 
group to carry out the above-mentioned objectives. 

Summary of Findings 

Three types of target audience surveys were used to support or negate the 
project’s hypothesis including pastors, lay persons and people living with the virus. In 
this section a summary of the responses from these groups will be shared. 
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Pastors 

Fifty-one percent responded in the affirmative of having a family member or 
friend who is living with HIV/AIDS. Forty-nine percent responded in the negative of 
having a family member or friend who is living with HIV/AIDS. Seventy-two percent 
strongly agree that pastors should provide spiritual care to individuals who are living with 
HIV/AIDS. One hundred percent strongly agree that pastors should play a role in the 
fight against HIV/AIDS stigma and discrimination. Sixty-seven percent strongly agree 
that the church should speak against HIV/AIDS stigma and discrimination. Eighty-four 
percent indicated they have tested negative for HIV/AIDS. Twelve percent indicated they 
have tested positive for HIV/AIDS. Four percent indicated they do not know their status 
for HIV/AIDS. Forty-six percent would share their positive status with their 
congregation. Thirty-two percent are not sure if they would share their positive status 
with their congregation. Twenty-one percent would not share their positive status with 
their congregation. Ninety-one percent would endorse the formation or host in their 
congregation an HIV/AIDS support group. Ninety-eight percent do not believe that 
HIV/AIDS is a punishment from God. 

What was very interesting in the results from the pastors’ responses to the survey 
question was how they shared their theological perspective on the virus. Some of the 
comments were as follows: 

a. A plague. Like cancer, lupus and other diseases. 

b. I must love them just as God has commanded. 

c. The hurt must come for healing. 

d. God has the power to heal HIV/AIDS 

e. It’s a medical issue that does not in any way diminish the individual as a child 
of God. 
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f. Romans 8:28, “And we know that God causes everything to work together for 
the good of those who love God and are called according to His purpose for 
them.” 

g. Everyone is suffering from a terminal disease. Our lifestyle has consequences 
and innocent victims. 

h. God is a healer and forgives. It is not a punishment. 

i. For some who contracted it by unnatural means it is an abomination. For those 
who contract it from drug use we should teach forgiveness. 

j. The causation of AIDS itself is sin, though its contraction may not be, for 
example - transfusions. 

k. It is not a curse because of sinful or abominable behavior and should not be 
treated as such. 

l. There are many ways to contract the virus. However, if it done through same 
sex, forgiveness and healing is always welcome. God hates the sin yet He 
loves the sinner. 

In each of the above responses, the common denominator is the theological thinking of 
some pastors with regards to HIV/AIDS. It reveals that the thought is focused on how the 
individual contracted the virus and not on how to minister the love of God through 
scriptural praxis to individuals who are living with the virus. However, a few pastors 
reflected the theological approach advocated in this chapter: 

a. HIV/AIDS is a sickness that causes suffering. Jesus would not shame anyone 
with HIV/AIDS but would love and care for them. They are children of God. 

b. We are to love. Fove should compel people to treat people with respect, care 
and compassion regardless of what is going on in their life. Also, the 
congregation follows the leader and therefore, the leader should lead in a way 
that produces an environment of love. If we are not infected, we are affected 
for we are the body of Christ that is supposed to bear one another’s burdens. 

c. The church should be a place of support for people who are living with the 
virus. 

d. We would not demonize someone with cancer, so why would we impose such 
views suffering from AIDS. I believe God comes that we might have life and 
have it more abundantly. It is the devil who comes to kill, steal and destroy. 

e. Jesus cared for, touched and brought healing to people struggling with various 
diseases and disenfranchisement. We are called to do the same. Since this is 
also a matter of social justice, churches need to get involved in the community 
and the issues people live with. This is what it means to be a Christian. 

f My theological position is one of love and compassion to people infected with 
HIV/AIDS and move people from the stereotypical understanding of people 
infected by this condition. 
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g. Christ did not care about the social stigma attached to the disease, but care 
about the infected person. We too, should model Christ’s action and mimic 
His behavior. 


Laypersons 

Fifty percent do not know friends or family who are living with HIV/AIDS. 
Forty-six percent know friends or family who are living with HIV/AIDS. Eighty-five 
percent feel that the church has been silent in the fight to prevent the spread of 
HIV/AIDS. Fifteen percent do not feel that the church has been silent in the fight to 
prevent the spread of HIV/AIDS. Eighty-seven percent agree that the church can dispel 
the stigma and discrimination against people who are living with HIV/AIDS. Ninety-six 
percent agree that the church should play a role in offering spiritual support to people 
who are living with HIV/AIDS. Ninety-five percent agree that the pastor should be more 
active in providing spiritual support to people who are living with the virus. Ninety 
percent of the respondents do not have the HIV antibodies or diagnosis having AIDS. 
Eour percent of the respondents have tested positive for HIV or AIDS. Six percent of the 
respondents do not know their health status. 

When individuals responded to the question, “Why do you feel that the church has 
been silent in the fight to prevent the spread of HIV/AIDS?” listed below are top 
answers: 

a. Assume no member of the congregation has tested positive. 

b. Congregations are not open to discussing the subject. 

c. The negative stigma associate with the subject. 

d. The perception that the virus is a gay issue. 

e. Eack of knowledge and fear 

f. Sex topics is taboo in the church 

g. Biblical and denominational teaching on sex and HIV/AIDS 
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When individuals responded to the question, “Briefly share how your ehureh supports 
people who are living with HIV/AIDS?” listed below are top answers: 

a. Not applicable 

b. Prayer and agency referrals. 

c. Provide assistance without appearing obvious 

d. Accept them for who they are and not what they have. 

e. Out of all the response only responded stated their church has an HIV/AIDS 
Ministry. 

People Living with the Virus 

Figure 1 gives the responses to the question, “How many years have you been 
living with the virus?” 


Q1 How many years have you been living 
with the virus? 

Ani=wered:40 Skipped: 0 



Figure 1. Years living with the virus 
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Sixty-three percent have not shared their positive status with their pastor. Thirty- 
four percent have shared their positive status with their pastor. Sixty-two agree that the 
church affirms the love of God to individuals who are living with the virus. Thirty-seven 
percent disagree that the church affirms the love of God to individuals who are living 
with the virus. Fifty-two percent agree that churches condone HIV/AIDS stigma and 
discrimination. Forty-eight percent disagree that churches condone HIV/AIDS stigma and 
discrimination. One hundred percent agree that the church should fight HIV/AIDS stigma 
and discrimination. Ninety-seven percent agree that the church should provide spiritual 
support to individuals who are living with HIV/AIDS. Ninety-seven percent agree that 
pastors should play a vital role in providing spiritual support to individuals who are living 
with HIV/AIDS. Twenty-five percent feel a sense of abandonment due to their positive 
status. Seventy-five percent do not feel a sense of abandonment due to their positive 
status. Eighty-two percent do not believe that the virus is a punishment from God. Three 
percent believe that the virus is a punishment from God. Fifteen percent are not sure if 
the virus is a punishment from God. Forty percent do not have any support system from 
their church. Twenty-eight percent have limited support system from their church. Thirty- 
two percent have a strong system from their church. 

Ministry Model 

It is my desire to use the results from this research to formed a task force. The 
task force will comprise of the following nine individuals: (three) senior pastors, (three) 
individuals who are living with HIV/AIDS and (three) laypersons. This task force will 
develop a ministry model. The intent of this ministry model is to address the needs of 
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those congregants and members of the community who are infected with HIV/AIDS. 

This ministry model will classify key areas of people living with the virus are wrestling 
with on a daily basis. After these areas have been identified, then churches will be able to 
provide the proper service to minister to these individuals. 

In Creative Encounter, Howard Thurman shares a parable of a friend who had 
poor communication experiences with his landlord. The friend learned what captures the 
attention of the landlord, a dirty ashtray. Seeing an ashtray filled with dirt and used 
matches bothered the landlord, so the friend made a decision in order to establish a 
dialogue with the landlord he decided to keep the dirty ashtray in his room and 
throughout the house in order to capture the landlord’s attention. Thurman classifies this 
action as “Meeting at the ash tray level.” Thurman describes his theory as follows “In 
religious experience God meets the individual at the level not only of the individual’s 
needs, but also, in my judgment more incisively, at the level of his residue of God¬ 
meaning and goes forward from there.”i In order to provide ministry to people who are 
living with HIV/AIDS, one must be able to meet them at the ashtray level. In order to 
achieve that goal, a person must understand the following: 

1. What stage of the acceptance process are people living with AIDS/HIV in? 

2. Where is the person living with AIDS/HIV in their spiritual walk? 

3. How can information on the acceptance process and a person’s spiritual walk 
work together? 

The task force will use a guide to create this ministry model, Maslow’s hierarchy of 
development. The four levels of Maslow’s hierarchy of development will be applied as a 
model to help understand where people living with HIV/AIDS are in their lives. This 


1 Howard Thurman, The Creative Encounter (Richmond, IN: United Press, 1972), 27. 
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knowledge will assist them to obtain the final level, which is self-actualization, thereby 
increasing the confidence level of people living with HIV/AIDS, to help them focus on 
living and not dying. 

Abraham Maslow (April 1, 1908 - June 8, 1970) was an American psychologist 
who helped found the school of transpersonal psychology. He broke away from the 
prevailing mechanistic materialist paradigm of behaviorism and developed the view that 
the human needs for security, love, belonging, self-esteem, and self-actualization were 
more important than physiological needs for food, sleep, and sex. He developed a theory 
of a hierarchy of human needs, of which the highest were the need for “self- 
actualization” through creative and productive living .2 

Maslow believed that in order for an individual to reach the next level of 
development, they must complete or feel comfortable at one level before they can start 
the next level and when they have reached the final level of needs, they would have 
reached the level of actualization. Maslow’s model of the Hierarchy of Needs can be used 
in the process of supporting people who are living with HIV/AIDS, with emphasis on 
these four levels: Safety, Social, Esteem, and Self-Actualization. 

Professor Howard Thurman writes the following in his book. The Inward 
Journey, “A person becomes conscious of himself; the urge to know, to understand, to 
find answers, turns inward. Every estimate of others become a question of self-estimate, 
every judgment upon life becomes a self-judgment. The question of the meaning of one’s 


2 New World Encyclopedia Contributors, “Abraham Maslow,” New World Encyclopedia, accessed 
August 10, 2015, 

http;//www.newworldencyclopedia.org/p/index.php?title=Abraham_Maslow&oldid=984501. 
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self becomes one with the meaning of life. ”3 As members of the congregation gain 
knowledge, they become aware of how their lack of compassion and acceptance to those 
people who are infected have caused them to withdraw from the church and God. The 
congregation should not desire to push people away from God but to encourage people to 
proceed to God with all of their problems, issues, and cares. 

Jimmy Valvano was a successful college basketball coach at the North Carolina 
State University and an outstanding commentator for ESPN. During the ESPY Awards 
ceremony in 1993, Coach Valvano revealed to the audience his battle with cancer. During 
his emotional and motivational speech, he uttered these words: “Do not give up....Do not 
ever give up.” He said, “1 may have cancer but cancer does not have me.” Because of this 
inspirational experience, the Jimmy V Eoundation was formed. According to the 
foundation’s website, “As a cancer patient, Jim recognized the need to invest in young 
physician/scientists to help establish their careers. ”4 The objective is to plant the seed of 
encouragement and hope to people infected with the virus. We will use the following 
methods to lift their spirits and to impart hope: 

1. Poetry 

2. Scripture References 

3. Prayer Partners 

4. Celebration of Eife Events 

5. Support Groups 


3 Howard Thurman, The Inward Journey (Richmond, IN: Friends United Press, 1972), 17. 

4 “Our Story,” Jimmy V. Foundation, accessed Deeember 15, 2013, 
http://www.jimmyv.org/about-us/our-story/. 
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One scripture which will be use as scripture reference for this ministry model will be 1 
Corinthians 15:58: “So, my dear brothers and sisters be strong and immovable. Always 
work enthusiastically for the Lord, for you know that nothing you do for the Lord is ever 
useless.” Individuals living with the virus need to be encouraged in knowing that by the 
grace and mercy of God, they can shout with a loud voice, “Hallelujah! I am victorious! 
This ministry model is intended to provide hope and encouragement to individuals who 
are living with HIV/AIDS. 


Conclusion 

On a daily basis people who are living with HIV/AIDS are wrestling with 
accepting the mere fact of their positive status. Yes, it is true that some of these 
individuals contracted this virus by having unprotected sex (heterosexual and same- 
gender) or participated in sharing unclean needles in order to satisfy a drug addiction. 
Some individuals became infected with this disease by birth when their mother passed the 
virus to them, which was beyond their control. With the attitude of embarrassment, 
shame, and fear of being outcast by their family, friends, and co-workers, it is their hope 
that they would receive support first from their pastor who is their spiritual leader and 
from their church who is their extended family. Many of these individuals place their 
hope and faith in the power of God to heal them or provide them with strength to live a 
comfortable life with the virus. In order to gain this type of strength to fight this battle, 
these individuals go to a house of worship Sunday after Sunday seeking a word from God 
through the songs of Zion, prayers from the church leaders, and most importantly a word 
of God delivered by the pastor. Instead of receiving affirmation from God through the 
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message from the pastor, in some cases, the message is laced with condemnation and 
judgment. As a result of hearing such a judgmental sermon some individuals who are 
living with the virus made the decision to disconnect themselves from organized religion 
and divorce themselves from God. With this type of hypercritical and blaming 
atmosphere in a church, an individual who is living with the virus makes the conscious 
decision to keep his or her status silent. By being silent, the individual suffers internally 
because they are unable to share their hurt and concerns with their church family. These 
individuals are unable to received answers to these questions is God still present in their 
lives? Does God still love them? Or when they die, will they go to heaven or hell because 
of their positive status? Unfortunately, many individuals die without knowing the answer. 

Motivated by personal experience and with concern for the plight of people 
affected by HIV/AIDS, this project was devised to create the foundation for a ministry 
and a ministry model. Conducting the research for this project afforded an opportunity to 
reach out to a diverse group of individuals in order to capture their views on how the 
church is addressing such a sensitive subject of HIV/AIDS. Another objective of this 
project was to learn the views from a targeted audience on the question, “Can the church 
dispel the stigma/discrimination against individuals who are living with HIV/AIDS?” 

Finally, the project had the objective to learn from individuals who are living with 
the virus, on their views of how the pastor and congregation provide (or fail to provide) 
spiritual support to them. The targeted audience represented three distinctive groups: (1) 
individuals who are living with the virus; (2) everyday individuals who are active 
members of local congregations and (3) men and women who are serving in the capacity 
of Senior Pastor of a church. Being that the membership of Metropolitan Missionary 
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Baptist Church is small, the research data was distributed to others outside of the 
congregation in order to obtain more diverse response. 

Adequate responses to the survey data (more than fifty from two of the groups 
and forty from one of the groups) were received from all three target audiences. One 
group’s response confirms what the issue statement had addressed, which was “Many 
individuals who are living with the virus do not have spiritual support from their pastor 
and church family.” Many individuals who are living with the virus have not shared with 
their pastor and church family that they are living with HIV/AIDS. The responses from 
the pastor’s group dispelled a concern that perhaps these individuals did not want to share 
any thoughts on this sensitive subject matter. Surprisingly, the men and women of the 
clergy responded and for the most part, answered every question on the survey, providing 
evidence that many pastors have limited experience in providing pastoral care and or 
counseling to individuals who are living with the virus. The survey did not go into depth 
into the mindset of pastors by inquiring whether they provided any counseling sessions 
with individuals who are infected with the virus, nor did the survey ask what counseling 
model would be used in order to minister to infected individuals. In order to create a 
ministry model that pastors would be willing to implement at their church, a follow-up 
pastor’s focus group can be used to obtain more comments and suggestions on how to 
provide a theological praxis to individuals who are living with the virus. 

Feedback from the target group of individuals who are living with the virus was 
also key to this study. Forty members of two Facebook closed groups for individuals who 
are living with the virus participated in the study. Some of their comments expressed 
support and that they were glad to know that this type of project was being created. Some 
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of these individuals shared some of their stories on how they have been scolded and 
condemned by family, friends, and especially the religious community. Some of the 
comments shared their stories on how they isolated themselves from the general public 
because they did not want to hear all of the negative comments and ignorance related to 
the virus. Reading the survey results confirmed that many individuals who are living with 
the virus are suffering in silence. These individuals are seeking compassion and a little 
tender loving care. These individuals express that they are looking to move from the level 
of silence to the level of acceptance. The level of acceptance is when these infected 
individuals move from the level of denial to the level of being comfortable with the fact 
that their infection is not a death sentence, but their infected status is an opportunity to 
watch how God will manifest his spirit of grace and mercy in their lives. 

The survey responses and comments from Facebook, resonate with the message 
entitled “Making the Best Out of a Bad Situation” written by the Rev. Dr. Charles E. 
Booth: 


1 don’t care how difficult it gets, 1 don’t care how dark life becomes, 1 can do all 
things through Jesus Christ who strengthen me. In fact, the beauty of our faith is 
that the darker life gets, the brighter Christ becomes. The more difficult the times 
are, the more real he is. I can do all things through Jesus who strengthens me. Let 
man continue in his greed. Let Wall Street require a bailout. Let the automobile 
industry go to pot. But when it’s all said and done, when the smoke finally clears 
and the dust settles, I will stand because Christ is Alpha and Omega, the 
Beginning and the End, the Lirst and the Last. So with Christ standing in the 
worst of times, who will be right by his side, declaring that the Lord will make a 
way anyhow ?5 

On a daily basis, infected individuals are learning how to make best of a bad situation. 

Some of the side effects of being tested positive for the anti-bodies of HIV or being fully 


5 Charles E. Booth, Stronger in My Broken Places: Claiming A Life of Fullness in God (Chicago, 
IL: MMGI Books, 2014), 3. 
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diagnosed with AIDS are: depression, loneliness, fear of entering into a romantic 
relationship, and the fear of dying alone. One of the ways individuals who are living with 
the virus would seek refuge or answers to their unanswered questions they would attend 
Sunday worship services and Bible study. 

The research project confirms that a scriptural praxis is needed in churches on the 
subject of HIV/AIDS. This scriptural praxis will ensure that the church is providing an 
atmosphere of affirmation of God’s love to all people regardless of their health status. 

The theological praxis will send the message to individuals who are living with the virus, 
that they can feel comfortable in sharing their status, seek counseling without feeling that 
they are sitting on the judgment seat. The evidence from the survey was that many 
pastors continue to focus on the sin and the nature of how individuals became infected 
with the virus instead of offering a scriptural praxis of compassion. 

The survey results indicate that many congregations may not know how to apply 
the scripture text in a positive way to infected individuals. The biblical text has been used 
over the years as a source of liberation to individuals once held captive as slaves, both in 
ancient times and in the United States during the infancy years of this newly developed 
country. Now is the time to proclaim with a loud voice that because of the victory of 
death and sin from the resurrection of Jesus Christ, eternal life is available to all who 
accept Him as their Lord and Savior. 

The comments from the survey results revealed from this targeted audience that 
the theory of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs could be applied to the ministry model. The 
responses of individuals who are living with the virus can be interpreted as their looking 
for ways to move from the lowest level of hierarchy, which focuses on physiological 
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needs to the highest level of hierarchy, which is self-actualization. The theological praxis 
will provide these individuals with the necessary tools to be successful in making this 
important move in their lives. At the level of self-actualization, these individuals will feel 
liberated. In the level of liberation, individuals who are living with the virus will be able 
to recognize the freedom to pursue life with a positive attitude, positive outlook and most 
of all be confidant when they take their last breath, they will inherit eternal life based on 
the scripture text of 1 Corinthians 15:55-57. 

The survey results from laypersons can be interpreted as expressing their concern 
of why the church and pastor continue the practice of silence on the fight against the 
spread of HIV/AIDS. The concern is under the belief that the religious community 
continues to remain silent on this subject because of they view the disease as a gay issue. 
Churches tend to stay away from sex and sexual topics. Churches also assume no 
congregation members are infected with the virus. Finally, the biblical teaching is that the 
disease is caused because of immorality. 

The survey results could also be interpreted that these individuals take the lead of 
social justice and activism participation from their pastor. Although these individuals 
have friends and family who are living with the virus and they provide the best possible 
support in which they can offer, they also believe their pastor should take a stronger 
leadership role in encouraging their congregation to create an HIV/AIDS ministry and 
lead the fight against the dispel of stigma and discrimination against individuals who are 
living with the virus. This group of responders would like to see their congregation offers 
assistance to individuals who are living with the virus without appearing to be judgmental 
and accept these individuals for who they are and not for what they have been diagnosed. 
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The survey results from this targeted audience can also be interpreted as these 

individuals are willing and ready to fight the spread of HIV/AIDS. These individuals 

recognize the stigma and discrimination against individuals who are living with the virus 

from the community and from the church; however, they are not willing to take the bold 

move to offer themselves as volunteer leaders to organize a ministry/support group for 

those individuals who are living with the virus. These individuals believe the 

responsibility of taking the lead rests on the shoulders of the pastor and other church 

leaders; however, if they are called upon to join the fight, they would be available, but do 

not expect them to be the Harriett Tubman or Crispus Attacks. 

With the results from the survey of all three targeted audience, the foundation for 

creating this ministry model can be laid. More in depth research is needed by hosting a 

group of pastors to share the results from this survey and open a dialogue to gather 

suggestions on how pastoral care and or counseling from a scriptural praxis viewpoint 

can be the key ingredient for this ministry model. More in depth research is also needed 

by hosting a forum of individuals who are infected with the virus. The purpose for this 

group session is to gather what biblical questions they have related to their health 

condition. From the results of these two forums, a ministry model can be created. Once 

the model is created, then a training workshop can be held for pastors, ordinary 

congregation members, and individuals who are living with the virus. Based on the 

feedback from the participants, then adjustments can be made to the ministry model. 

In this project, the responses of individuals who are living with the virus who 

represent an S.O. S. message, which was: 

We are seeking spiritual support in order to restore our joy. We are in need of 
love because many of us have been refused loved from our family and in our 
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minds, we come to the church to be embraced with love and to learn how the love 
of God is demonstrated through the scripture text, rendering songs of Zion and 
submitting petition of prayers to God on our behalf for healing and protection. 

The pastors also sent a message from their responses in the survey, which was that they 

were not aware of isolating a group of people because of their health condition. They did 

not recognize that people had noticed their silence on dispelling the stigma and 

discrimination against people who are living with the virus. They would like to become 

more active in the fight and are willing to learn more about the virus and how to offer 

pastoral care and or counseling to individuals who are infected with the virus. 

This ministry model will not only provide comfort and healing to those 

individuals who are living with the virus, but this ministry model may cause the church to 

have a conversation on sex in the church and how to be comfortable with sexuality. The 

ministry model may open the eyes to the congregation on how they have unknowingly 

continued the cycle of discrimination against a group of people. This time the 

discrimination is not based on their gender or skin color but because of their health status. 

This type of religious exclusion was a standard in the Old and New Testament era to 

those individuals who were suffering from leprosy or other blood diseases. It is the hope 

of this ministry model to become the forerunner of liberation for those individuals who 

are living with the virus. 

One limitation of the project was that it could have provided better results if a 
focus group had been formed. The original intent was to gather a small group of 
individuals from Metropolitan Missionary Baptist Church to discuss the responses from 
the survey from all three groups. However, the focus group was not formed for two 
reasons. First, was the very positive level of participation of the three targeted groups for 
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the survey. Their responses gave adequate and clear information on the issues included in 
the study. Second, was the difficulty of gaining the full participation of the targeted 
audience for the focus group, which would have been the pastor, several regular members 
of the church, and several individuals who are living with the virus. However, forming a 
focus group that would have adequate representation and offer sufficient safeguards for 
the participants was not possible. In a city where conservative religious views ranks third 
behind the love of college and sporting events, many residents seem to feel 
uncomfortable in speaking in public about their views of HIV/AIDS. Many of these 
residents in the city of Indianapolis will continue to tell their friends and loved ones that 
their loved ones have cancer instead of confessing the truth that their loved one is 
suffering with HIV/AIDS. 

In closing this project, and to share a personal reflection, the opportunity to 
conduct the necessary research from an historical, theological, and theoretical perspective 
on how to look at the treatment of individuals who are living with the virus has been very 
therapeutic to me personally. I have been able to conduct a thorough inventory of myself 
in the areas of how I have been dealing with my diagnoses over these years. The personal 
stories of those individuals who participated in the project resonated with my own story, 
but also challenged me to recognize that for too long, my feelings, hurt, and pain had 
been locked in the closet. Due to this project, I finally opened the door to allow release 
for the fear, hurt, and allow me to achieve a level of acceptance. By reaching this level of 
acceptance, I feel liberated and now charged with assisting other individuals who are 
living with the virus to reach the level of acceptance. 
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For more than twenty-years, God has shown me how grace and mercy have 
carried me through the worst time of my life. In the midst of smiling in the public eyes, 
behind closed doors, I would hang my head down in anger, embarrassment and shame. 
God would continue to speak to my spirit by saying, “Continue to trust me and rely on 
me and I will give you the desires of your heart. I will show you the plans that I have laid 
out for you and ensure that what you’re going through will be an example for others to 
witness how good and faithful I am.” This project has been a life changer and an eye 
opener for me. It is my prayer that the final product from this project will move an 
individual who is infected with the virus from the level of denial or the level of anger or 
the level of blame to the level of acceptance and to the level of living mindset instead of 
living to die. When one person who is living with the virus has achieved acceptance then 
this project will not have been in vain. 

In his book. Healing Our Broken Village, Dr. Frederick D. Hayes, III, in chapter 
10, “Don’t Set Your Queen up to be a “Ho,” provides the men in his audience with a 
sermonic nugget by saying “God is so good that when you walk by faith your 
consequences will never be limited by your conditions.”6 The example that he gives is 
when people will look at you and wonder how you can smile when you have lost your 
job, but you have not missed a bill, nor a meal, or a beat. The reason why you can still 
smile is because of God is so good that God will not allow your conditions to determine 
your consequences.7 These words are a true testament of my life. For the past twenty 
years, God has been so good that God has not allowed my positive HIV status to 


6 Fredrick D. Hayes III, Healing Our Broken Village (Dallas, TX: St. Paul Press, 2009), 202. 

7 Hayes III, Healing Our Broken Village, 202. 
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determine my consequences. If God can be so good to me, then this project will be able 
to tell other individuals who are living with HIV/AIDS how God can be good to them. 
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SURVEY FOR LAYPEOPLE 


* 1. Do you know friends or family who is living with HIV/AIDS? 

* 2. What is your knowledge of how the virus is spread? 

* 3. What type of support do you provide to family or friends who are living with 
HIV/AIDS? 


* 4. Do you feel that the Church has been silent in the fight to prevent the spread of 
HIV/AIDS? 

Somewhat Strongly Somewhat Strongly 

Don't Agree Disagree Disagree Agree Agree Agree 

* 5. Why do you feel that the church has been silent in the fight to prevent the spread of 
HIV/AIDS? 

* 6. Can the church dispel the stigma and discrimination against people who are living 
with HIV/AIDS? 

Agree Disagree 

* 7. The church should played an role in offering spiritual support to people who are 
living with HIV/AIDS? 

Somewhat Strongly Somewhat Strongly 

Disagree Disagree Disagree Agree Agree Agree 

* 8. The Pastor should more active in providing spiritual support to people who are 
HIV/AIDS 

Somewhat Strongly Somewhat Strongly 

Disagree Disagree Disagree Agree Agree Agree 

* 9. What is your HIV/AIDS status? 


* 10. Briefly share how your church supports people who are living with HIV/AIDS 
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HIV/AIDS SURVEY FOR PASTORS 


* 1. Do you have any family or friends who are living with HIV/AIDS? 

* 2. Pastor should provide spiritual care to individuals who are living with HIV/AIDS 

Somewhat Strongly Somewhat Strongly 

Disagree Disagree Disagree Agree Agree Agree 

* 3. Should Pastors play an role in the fight against HIV/AIDS stigma and discrimination. 

^ Yes 
^ No 

* 4. How would you lead your congregation in the fight against HIV/AIDS stigma and 
discrimination? 

I 

* 5. What is your theological opinion as it relates to HIV/AIDS? 


* 6. The church should speak against HIV/AIDS stigma and discrimination 


Somewhat 

Strongly 


Somewhat 

Strongly 

Disagree Disagree 

* 7. What is your status? 

Disagree 

Agree 

Agree 

Agree 


Positive 

C 

Negative 

r 

Don't know 

* 8. Would you share with your congregation your HIV status? 

Yes No Not sure 


* 9. Would you endorse the formation or host in your congregation an HIV/AIDS support 
group? 

Somewhat Strongly Somewhat Strongly 

Disagree Disagree Disagree Agree Agree Agree 

*10. HIV/AIDS is an punishment from God 

▼ 
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DOCTOR OF MINISTRY PROJECT SURVEY 


* 1. How many years have you been living with the virus? 
0 - 5 years 
6 - 10 years 
11-15 years 
16-20 years 
21-25 years 


r 
c 
c 
c 
n 

^ 26 years -i- 

* 2. Have you shared your status with your Pastor? 

I jJ 

* 3. The Church affirms the love of God to individuals who are living with the virus 



Somewhat 

Strongly 


Somewhat 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree 

Disagree 

Agree 

Agree 

Agree 

* 4. Churches 

condones HIV/AIDS stigma and discrimination 



Somewhat 

Strongly 


Somewhat 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree 

Disagree 

Agree 

Agree 

Agree 

* 5. Churches 

should fight HIV/AIDS stigma and discrimination 



Somewhat 

Strongly 


Somewhat 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree 

Disagree 

Agree 

Agree 

Agree 

* 6. Church should provide spiritual support to individuals who are living with 

HIV/AIDS 

Somewhat 

Strongly 


Somewhat 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree 

Disagree 

Agree 

Agree 

Agree 


* 7. Pastors should play an vital role in providing spiritual support to individuals who are 
living with HIV/AIDS 

I d 

* 8. The church has abandon me because of my positive status 

Somewhat Strongly Somewhat Strongly 

Disagree Disagree Disagree Agree Agree Agree 

* 9. HIV/AIDS is an punishment from God 

^ True 

^ Ealse 

C 

Not sure 


*10. How strong is your support system from the church 

I don't have any support I have limited support I have a strong support 

system system system 
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